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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the 'way of thinking' that dominates the modern worldview, 

which has been, it is argued, responsible for the ecologic-  al crisis. 'Modernism' - 

which includes scientism, rationalism, humanism, and psychologism - is being 

universalized and applied throughout the world, largely by means of 

the Western-led process of globalization. The thesis traces the development 

of this thinking from its roots in early Christianity, through Scholasticism, the 

Renaissance, the Reformation, the Scientific Revolution and the Enlightenment, 

to the present day myth of material progress and growth. 

It is argued that predominant philosophical and practical solutions to the 

ecological crisis are limited since they are constructed within a conceptual 

framework which is part of the problem. The modem worldview represents 

a loss of traditional wisdom. 'Traditionalism' — or the sophia perennis — 

identifies the crisis as primarily a spiritual crisis. This timeless wisdom, which 

is found within all traditional religions, is investigated. The thesis notes the 

demise of this wisdom within Western Christianity during the Scientific 

RevOlution, and identifies Islam as an example of a civilization which 

endeavoured to retain the restraining influence of the sophia perennis Within its 

science. 

The thesis concludes by arguing that a metanoia — a transformation of 

consciousness leading to a change of thinking — urgently needs to occur if 

we are to acquire the means by which we can solve the ecological crisis. 

*** 
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A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY 

In the matter of language, it has become usual for ecophilosophers to avoid terms 

such as 'man' and 'mankind', 'he' and 'him' when no gender is implied. 

Accordingly, I have endeavoured to adopt this style of writing, using the term 

'humanity' rather than 'mankind', for instance, whenever possible. However, 

this thesis deals with the writings of traditionalists who — for quite a specific 

reason — have deliberately chosen to retain the conventional usage. I respect this 

decision, and so where context would otherwise create incongruities or 

inconsistencies I have used the conventional terms. 

There are certain terms which are used for convenience, either because they have 

become accepted over time, or because no desirable alternative yet exists. I, 

therefore, use the terms 'developed' and 'undeveloped' with reservation and 

reluctantly, for whilst a 'developed' country may on the one hand be 'developed' 

as far as its science and technology is concerned, on the other hand it may no 

longer have any significant spiritual or religious underpinning. In contrast, a 

country may have a spiritually 'developed' culture with a technologically simple 

way of living, but is seen to be 'undeveloped' by 'developed' countries. For the 

sake of descriptive clarity, however, I use the terms when needed whilst at the 

same time recognizing that to many people in the world the term 'undeveloped' is 

offensive and, therefore, obsolete. The foregoing applies also to the terms 'Third 

World' and 'developing' country. 

In the case of broader terms such as East/West and North/South, I have favoured 

the East/West distinction. Firstly, because this thesis is written in Australia — a 

country geographically in the southern hemisphere but technologically advanced 

and considered to be part of Western culture — and to use the North/South 

distinction would be Confusing. And, secondly, because the term 'East' still 
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•retains an age-old flavour of the `spiritual'; that is, many of those countries that 

have long been referred to as 'the East' (the Near-East, Middle-East and the Far-

East) have retained a spiritually informed traditional worldview, in contrast to 'the 

•West' that has developed a modernism based on a secular, material worldview. 

*** 
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Such is my awful Vision: 
I see the Four-fold Man, The Humanity in deadly sleep 

And its fallen Emanation, The Spectre and its cruel Shadow. 
I see the Past, Present and Future existing all at once 
Before me. 0 Divine Spirit, sustain me on thy wings, 

That I may awake Albion from his long and cold repose; 
For Bacon and Newton, sheath 'd in dismal steel, their terrors hang 

Like iron scourges over Albion: Reasonings like vast Serpents 
Infold around my limbs, bruising my minute articulation& 
I turn my eyes to the Schools and Universities of Europe 

And there behold the Loom of Locke whose woof rages dire 
Wash'd by the Water-wheels of Newton; black the cloth 
In heavy wreathes folds over every nation: cruel Works 

Of many Wheels I view, wheel without wheel, with cogs tyrannic 
Moving by compulsion each other, not as those in Eden, which Wheel 

within Wheel, in freedom revolve in harmony and peace. 

WILLIAM BLAKE 

When the earth has assumed its artful adornment and has been embellished, 
and they who dwell on it believe that they have gained mastery over it - there 
comes down upon it Our judgement, and We cause it to become like afield 

mown down, as i (there had been no yesterday. 

QUR'AN X , v24. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

'THE ELEVENTH HOUR' 

What, after all, is the ecological crisis that now captures so much 
belated attention but the inevitable extroversion of a blighted 
psyche? Like inside, like outside. In the eleventh hour, the very 
physical environment suddenly looms up before us as the outward 
mirror of our inner condition, for many the first discernible symptom 
of advanced disease within. Theodore Roszak, 1972. 

As we move into the twenty-first century the world could be said to be at 'the 

eleventh hour', for it is suffering not only from a major ecological crisis, but also 

from social and cultural crises. Although the modern West bears the prime 

responsibility for the global destruction of the environment, it still continues to 

believe that a policy of progress and growth will solve the problems of poverty 

and bring higher standards of living to all those previously denied its benefits. 

Such a belief only confirms that the 'way of thinking' is at odds with the reality of 

the situation, for the planet's resources are limited and already these are 

threatened with depletion or, in the case of the air that we breathe and the water 

that we drink, contaminated by the side-effects of modern technological 

innovations. Although modern technology may be an economic success, it is so 

" ... only because it is an ecological failure'. 

The signs that the ecological crisis might be due to an error of thought, or, as 

Theodore Roszak expresses it, "... a blighted psyche" 2, are ignored by most 

people. Others, who do accept that there is indeed a crisis, believe that science 

Barry Commoner, The Closing Circle: Confronting the Environmental Crisis, 1972, London: 
Cape, p151. 

Theodore Roszak, Where the Wasteland Ends, 1974 (1972), London: Faber and Faber, pxxiii. 
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and technology will be able to solve any problems the world is experiencing. 

Few, however, consider that it is the way of thinking that needs to be addressed, 

and the reason for this may be that "we are being confronted by something so 

completely outside our collective experience that we don't really see it, even when 

the evidence is overwhelming."' 

An attempt is made in this thesis to search for the key to the 'way of thinking' that 

permeates the modern Western worldview, in order to illustrate why the West 

insists on continuing with economic policies that can only increase the problems 

we are now facing. The thesis will argue that a metanoia - a change of 

consciousness, leading to a change of thinking - needs to occur if we are to 

effectively address the crisis. With this change of thinking a movement away 

from a philosophy of material progress and growth and toward a more sustainable 

lifestyle would result, so that instead of furthering the damage already done to the 

planet and its biosphere a reduction of such impact can occur. 

In the late 1920s, the metaphysician, Rene Guenon, warned that the Western 

world was in crisis because from the time of Descartes reason had been divorced 
from the intuitive Intellect, thus producing a 'rationalism', the result of which has 

been that the West has moved forward with only part of the tools necessary to 

forge an appropriate science 4  . The science that eventuated would, Guenon feared, 

eventually lead the modern West into disaster and world chaos. He considered 

that with the loss of the intuitive Intellect - that faculty responsible for the direct 

perception of reality, which is distinct from, but informs, reason - the West was 

moving into 'the reign of quantity', which he predicted would result in a 

philosophy of material progress and growth, replacing the philosophy of spiritual 

'progress and growth' that had hitherto been of prime importance in all the 

3  Ed Ayres, God's Last Offer: Negotiating for a Sustainable Future, 1999, New York: Four Walls 
Eight Windows, p6. 
4  Rene Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern World, 1996 (1927), New York: Sophia Perennis et 
Universalis, p66. 
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revealed religions5 of the world. His book, The Crisis of the Modern World, 

published in 1927, was ignored by the academic institutions of most countries in 

the Western world, as was his later book, The Reign of Quantity and the Signs of 

the Times, published in 1945, which also addressed the problems that were 

emerging in the West. Only recently has there been renewed interest in his 

writings by those who have begun to question seriously the path that modern 

science is taking. Identifying the connection between modern science and 

materialism, Guenon observes that: 
When an exclusively material science claims to be the only science possible, 
and when men are accustomed to admit as an unquestionable truth that there 
can be no valid knowledge outside this science, and when all the education 
they receive tends to instil into them the superstition of this science, or 
'scientism' as it should really be called, how could these men not in fact be 
materialists, or in other words, how could they fail to have all their 
preoccupations turned in the direction of matter? 6  

The Western world's obsession with materialism is inextricably bound up with •  

modern science, since it is this science which both permits and fosters material 

growth, and promotes a scientific worldview which tends to exclude a non-

materialist view of reality. This concentration on 'matter' - the replacement of a 

spiritual understanding of the world with a materialist view - had concerned many 

people before Guenon. William Blake had already recognised the connection 

betWeen scientism and materialism when the ugly effects of the Industrial 

Revolution first became apparent in England in the late eighteenth century. For 

5  There has often been confusion as to whether Buddhism constitutes a 'revealed religion'. 
Because of what appears to be an absence of the concept of God, "some have gone so far as to 
call Buddhism an 'atheistic religion'.., whilst others have alleged that it is not a religion at all, but 
a 'philosophy'." However, according to William Stoddart, these views are incorrect: "There is no 
religion without revelation, that is to say: without revealed truth and without revealed sacramental 
means of liberation, deliverance, or salvation. These fundamentals are present in Buddhism, as in 
every other traditional and orthodox religion, and constitute its essence and its raison 
d'etre... whereas most religions emphasize the 'transcendent' aspect of Ultimate Reality, namely 
the Supreme Being or God, Buddhism characteristically emphasises the 'immanent' aspect, 
namely the Supreme State or Nirvana. Nevertheless, Buddhism, in its total breadth, contains both 
aspects, the immanent and the transcendent, recognizing Ultimate Reality either as a Supreme 
State (Nirvana) or as a Supreme Being (Dharmakaya). In either case, the essential nature of 
Ultimate Reality remains the same: it is absolute, infinite, and perfect. Thus, in its conception of 
Ultimate Reality, Buddhism is essentially in accord with every other world religion." William 
Stoddart, Islam in Tibet, 1997, Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, pp35-37. 
6  Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern World, p120. 



Blake, the Industrial Revolution and its aftermath spelled disaster. He considered 

that a nation that could permit such a thing to occur and not recognise its negative 
consequences on society as a whole was like the 'Giant Albion' (the collective 

person of the nation) who, through sleeping, allowed the ravages of the new 

technology to take over the simple lifestyle and work habits that had hitherto been 

England's norm. Blake's 'Albion' has become today the entire Western world 

which sleeps in a state of apathy, spiritual ignorance and forgetfulness.' To the 

poet and Blake scholar, Kathleen Raine, Albion's 'deadly sleep' is, in fact, "...a 

state of illusion, a loss of the 'divine vision' in which the nation falls under the 

power of 'the mind of the natural frame', of the empirical ego."8  According to 

Raine: 
...it is precisely that secular materialism (which Blake associated with the 
honoured names of Bacon, Newton and Locke) upon which modern Western 
civilization is founded; and has foundered, some would now say, Blake's 
prophetic vision having proved truer than his contemporaries could have 
foreseen. When natural reason usurps the place of imaginative vision and 
announces 'Now I am God from eternity to eternity', and the 'divine vision' 
innate in every soul fades from consciousness, the rest follows. This hubris 
of natural reason in its pursuit of natural knowledge outside the context of 
spiritual wisdom has brought consequences which may well appal us. This 
Blake had understood at a time when triumphalist mechanistic science was 
still in its infancy. 9  

The secular materialism that Blake witnessed - this manifestation of the 

'empirical ego' - that has spread to all Western countries, is now infiltrating the 

developing countries of the East. 

There has been no shortage of successors to Blake and Guenon, and traditionalist 

writers and poets since then, including Frithjof Schuon, Titus Burcldiardt, Martin 

Lings, Ananda Coomaraswamy, Philip Sherrard, Kathleen Raine, Brian Keeble, 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Whitall Perry, William Stoddart, James Cutsinger, Gai 

Eaton, William Chittick, E.F. Schumacher, and Kenneth (Harry) Oldtneadow 

7  Kathleen Raine, Golgonooza, City of Imagination: Last Studies of William Blake, 1991, Ipswich, 
England: Golgonooza Press, pp171 - 172. 
8  Raine, Golgonooza, City of Imagination, p173. 
9  Raine, Golgonooza, City of Imagination, p173. 
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amongst others, have written extensively about the crisis of the modem world, 

suggesting that it is the loss of wisdom (sapienta) - a wisdom inherent in 

traditional ways of thinking - that has led to the unprecedented ecological, cultural 

and social crises that the world now faces. What is common to all these writers is 

that they subscribe to a metaphysics, which is quite at variance with the modern 

conception of humanity and nature. The basis of such a metaphysics is an 

acceptance of an intuitive faculty, the Intellect - often termed 'the Eye of the 

Heart' - which allows access to a realm of understanding that lies far beyond that 

achieved by the senses and reason alone. They maintain that a return to 

traditional ways of understanding the world and our place in it is imperative if we 

are to even begin to try to solve the problems we are now facing. 

The term 'traditionalist' used in this thesis refers to a person concerned with the 

perennial wisdom or sacred science — philosophia perennis, sophia perennis, or 

scientia sacra: Although the term encompasses the Traditional school of Rene 

Guenon and his followers, it does not confine itself to it, but includes also those 

whose writings are marked by the exposition of traditional metaphysics and 

cosmology in contrast to modem philosophy and modem science. 

The difference between the philosophia perennis of those who popularised the 

term, "...most notably perhaps, Aldous Huxley, various neo-Hindus and some 

'Aquarian' New Agers... " and the philosophia perennis and sophia perennis of 

the Traditionalists, is that the former limits itself to a "... metaphysical truth that 

has no beginning, and which remains the same in all expressions of wisdom." 

The latter, as Frithjof Schuon suggests, adds to this understanding the knowledge 

that "...there are truths innate in the human Spirit, which nevertheless in a-sense 

lie buried in the depth of the 'Heart' — in the pure Intellect — and are accessible 

10 Harry Oldmeadow, 'The Role of Mystical Traditions in the Contemporary World', paper 
delivered at the Australian Sufi Conference, Sydney, May 7, 2000, pl. 
"Frithjof Schuon, 'Sophia Perennis' , in (ed. S.H. Nasr), The Essential Writings of Frithjof 
Schuon, 1991, Shaftesbury, England: Element, p534. 
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only to the one who is spiritually contemplative." 12  Access to such truths is 

possessed by the gnostic "... in the original and not the sectarian meaning of these 

terms... and access to them was also possessed by the 'philosophers' in the real 

and still innocent sense of the word: for example, Pythagoras, Plato and to a large 

extent also Aristotle." I3  

Although, as Kenneth Oldmeadow suggests, "one of the.., criticisms sometimes 

levelled at the traditionalists is that they want to 'turn back the clock 1 " 14, we need 

to remember that such criticisms come from those who believe unfailingly in 

'modernity' and 'progress', so that traditionalism to such people is a return to a past 

that is obsolete. Traditionalism, however, far from being a return to the past, 

represents a timeless wisdom. It means neither custom nor habit in the modern 

sense of the word. Neither does it pertain to that which 
.has been believed or practiced for a certain period of time during the 

history of a particular civilization. Rather, it is a suprafonnal reality, 
hence impossible to define completely through delimitation. It is all 
that has its origin in Heaven, in revelation in its most universal sense, 
along with its unfolding in a particular spatio-temporal setting determined 
by the Source from which the tradition originates. It applies not only to 
this truth of celestial origin, but to the application of the principles 
contained therein to realms as disparate as law and art, as methods 
of meditation and the manner of cultivating a garden. 15  

Marco Pallis, in The Way and the Mountain, explains that there are four essential 

components that define a complete tradition, and these are: 
... a source of inspiration or, to use a more concrete term, of Revelation; a 

current of influence or Grace issuing forth from that source and transmitted 
without interruption through a variety of channels; a way of 'verification' which, 
when faithfully followed, will lead the human subject to successive positions 
where he is able to 'actualise' the truths that Revelation communicates; finally 
there is the formal embodiment of tradition in the doctrines, arts, sciences and 
other elements that together go to determine the character of a normal 
civilisation.16 

12  SChU011, 'Sophia Perennis', p534. 
13  SChU011, 'Sophia Perennis', p534. 
14  Kenneth Oldmeadow, Traditionalism, 2000, Colombo: Sri Lanka Institute of Traditional 
Studies, p172. 
15  Seyyed Hossein Nasr (ed.) The Essential Writings of Frithjof Schuon, 1991, Shaftesbury, 
England: Element, p6. 
16  Marco Pallis, The Way and the Mountain, 1960, London: Peter Owen, p10. 
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The expression 'traditional', therefore, does not necessarily imply old or 

medieval, and as Nasr states, "the full impact of the term 'tradition' becomes 

evident when it is contrasted to all that lies outside of its embrace, namely the 

modern world which is at once modern in the temporal sense and antitraditional in 

nature."17  

For imodernists' 18, modern science provides the worldview by which they 

perceive reality, and so a tradition attached to a religious framework no longer fits 

their perception of reality and is, therefore, rejected. Yet there is no logic in this 

rejection since, if the traditionalists are right, it is the very loss of the sophia 

perennis which has blinded modernists to that which is most needful now. 

Those who object to the stance the traditionalists take with regard to a perennial 

wisdom are pre-empted by Schuon: 
There will be those... who will question how the existence and effectiveness 
of this knowledge can be proved: the only possible reply is that such proof is 
given by the expressions of Intellection themselves; just as it is impossible to 
prove to every soul the validity of a given religion... so also it is impossible to 
prove the reality of the Intellect to every understanding, which again proves 
nothing at all against the said reality. °  

This thesis allows a traditionalist stance to inform the argument it makes. It does 

not, and cannot, claim to demonstrate irrefutably the need for such a stance since 

the traditionalists posit an understanding that takes into account, but is separate 

from, rational thought. 

In focusing on the 'way of thinking' that has developed in the modern West over 

the last one thousand years, this thesis argues that it is the loss of a spiritual 

17  Nasr, The Essential Writings of Frithjof Schuon, p7. 
18  'Modernism' is used to denote the modern Western worldview, and incorporates various 
modern disciplines - or 'isms' - such as scientism, empiricism, materialism, rationalism, 
psychologism, and humanism. It is not used in the restricted sense of the movement in the arts 
that occurred in the early twentieth century. 
19  Frithjof Schuon, Logic and Transcendence, 1984 (1975), London: Perennial Books, pp31-32. 
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dimension - greatly weakened at the time of Descartes, but inherent within the 

medieval worldview and existing, at least partially, until the nineteenth century - 

that has allowed the modern worldview to develop, and for modem science to 

invent and produce the destructive technologies that it has (including nuclear, 

biological and chemical weapons, together with those of extreme manipulation, 

such as gene technology), rather than "... small-scale technology, relatively non-

violent technology, 'technology with a human face'".2°  

Chapter 1 — Prophets of Doom — deals with the various aspects of the ecological 

crisis in the context of a discussion of the writings of some of those who have 

warned, and continue to warn, of the dangers of proceeding along the path of 

material progress and growth. It discusses the reluctance of industry, 

governments, and some scientists, to acknowledge the global ecological, cultural 

and social crises, and the attempts to diminish the urgency of the crises by the 

criticising or belittling of such writers as doomsayers'. 

Chapter 2— The Loss of Wisdom — is a philosophical account of how the loss of a 

spiritual understanding (or 'vertical dimension' to reality) in Western Christianity 

resulted in a concentration on 'reason' and 'matter' which led to rationalism and 

materialism and the development of modern science. In tracing the roots of 

'modernism' it identifies some of the important movements which were 

instrumental in the loss of wisdom. 

Chapter 3— The Demise of the Sacred — deals more fully with the practical 

outcome of the loss of wisdom and the rise of science, focussing on the 

consequences of the desacralization of humanity and nature and contrasting the 

modernist perception with the medieval worldview. 

20 EF Schumacher, Small is Beautiful: A Study of Economics as if People Mattered, 1973, 
London: Blond and Briggs, p18. 
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Chapter 4— 'The Reign of Quantity' — outlines those aspects of modernism which 

are primarily responsible for the crisis we now face — that is, the mode of thought 

that overemphasizes rationalism, materialism, and quantification, and has led to 

the emergence of 'rational economic man'. It looks at the arrogance of the 

Western belief in the superiority of its culture, and its philosophy of 'progress and 

growth', and how its worldview justifies its economic model of globalization 

which universalizes Western culture at the expense of every other culture. 

Chapter 5 — The Myth of Progress — demonstrates that the idea of 'progress and 

growth', which drives the globalization process, is a m )4121. And, further, that it 

is a cruel myth, since it encourages nations around the world to believe in its 

validity whilst at the same time creating ever deeper divisions between rich and 

poor, and destroying the lifestyles and cultures of countless millions of people 

who have hitherto depended upon local, and more sustainable, economies. The 
negative impact is, moreover, not just in traditional cultures in the so-called 

'developing world', but also in the West itself. 

Chapter 6— Traditionalism or Modernism?: The Dilemma of the Twenty-first 

Century — explores the underlying principles of traditional Islamic science, 

compares it with modern Western science and investigates why the Muslim 

world, despite developing a rich scientific knowledge, did not follow the path of 

Western Christianity toward modernism. It argues for a metanoia in order for the 

ecological, social and cultural crises to be addressed in a more enlightened way. 

This thesis is produced in a department which, in the spirit of ecological thinking, 

acknowledges the need to promote an interdisciplinarian approach to the 

ecological crisis, since the crisis itself must surely be tackled on a number of 

fronts. The thesis cannot be wholly a reasoned argument since, firstly, the nature 

21  Despite the fact that the word 'myth' has for traditionalists a positive, symbolic meaning, it is 
used in this thesis to imply the notion of unreality, or falseness. 
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of some of the material discussed is not wholly subject to reason alone, nor 
apprehensible by the same method, and secondly, that using reason alone to 
confront reason itself is inherently, and inevitably, paradoxical. I make no 

apology for this. The thesis does not try to be a work of abstract philosophy 
confined to the rules of logic. It is an attempt to confront the plight of the 
phenomenal world. If rationalism is indeed the problem, as I claim, and one that 
has remained comparatively unrecognised, to resolve the paradox is to attempt to 

•go beyond it, to shed light on the problem by means of a different method. Thus, 

the thesis itself, where it concentrates upon the writings of the traditionalists, 
becomes part of the means by which this might be done. In addition to this, it 
should be pointed out that it is not possible to delve into the field of traditionalism 

without recognising that all of what can be said has, in one form or another, been 
explicated. Things can be presented differently, however, and in a different 

context. It is with this in mind that this thesis is presented in the form in which it 

exists, as an attempt to coherently relate the sophia perennis to the ecological, 

social and cultural crises confronting the world. 



CHAPTER 1 

PROPHETS OF DOOM 

Many recent analyses of the long-term prospects for mankind have 
produced gloomy conclusions. Promptly, they were called doomsday 
prophecies.' Yet the rapid succession of crises which are currently - 
engulfing the entire globe are the clearest indication that humanity is 
at a turning point...And the way to make doomsday prophecies self-fulfilling 
is to ignore the obvious signs of perils that lie ahead... It is most urgent that 
we do not avert our eyes from the dangers ahead, but face the challenge 
squarely and access alternative paths of development in a positive and 
hopeful spirit.. Mesarovic and Pestel, 1975. 

There has been no shortage of people during the last century or so who have 

believed that the path the Western world is taking is inappropriate and dangerous, 

and have predicted that grave problems or even disaster lie along that path. The 

concern has usually been both for the state of human society and the equilibrium 

of the planet. Many have highlighted the obvious impact of industrialism on the 

ecosphere. Others have seen the decline of the planet's equilibrium as being 

aligned with the decline of a spiritual belief But all agree that 'the eleventh hour' 

has become a reality because of humankind's refusal to acknowledge that the 

problems it now faces are far more severe than it would like to believe. 

That a less consumer-driven lifestyle may be necessary in order to try to halt, and 

perhaps reverse, the amount of damage that has been done to the planet, is 

abhorrent to those who believe they have every right to a lifestyle of their own 

choosing, whether it puts pressure on the planet's resources or not. But the reality 

of the situation is that unless we do choose to live more sustainably, with less 

pressure on already depleted resources, future generations may be trying to deal 

11 
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with the last vestiges of a civilization that did not heed the warnings it was given, 

for the world will have gone beyond 'the eleventh hour'. 

In this chapter I have chosen some examples of modern-day 'prophets' who, 

writing from the standpoint of their various fields — such as science, economics, 

history or philosophy — have predicted calamity ahead unless we change our 

behaviour and thinking. I contrast these voices with certain opposing voices who 

argue against such views. This is intended to highlight that aspect of human 

thought that resists, denies, or even contradicts vehemently such expressions of 

concern, even in the face of seemingly overwhelming evidence. It will become 

apparent that it is often those of a particularly rational bent who choose to dismiss 

certain information because they consider it irrational. It is an irony that 

although some of the first warnings have come from scientists, it is often 

scientists themselves who are most resistant to change and are engaged in the 

promotion of the very technological innovations that are increasingly coming 

under suspicion. In fact, the intuition — that faculty that can warn us that things 

are not as they should be — has been marginalized, particularly in the area of 

modern science, and this has prevented us from taking appropriate action, even 

when it is apparent that the path we are taking is in error. One might be tempted 

to argue that we no longer so readily dismiss such entreaties. But, I would 

suggest that only when the evidence is beyond doubt do 'alarm bells' ring and 

result in some change, and in the case of the global environment it may be too late 

to wait until all the evidence is in. 

The first official acknowledgement that alternative paths of development needed 

to be explored came in the two Reports to the Club of Rome — The Limits to 

Growth and Mankind at the Turning Point. Both reports, written in the early 

1970s, warned the Western world that its philosophy of continual 'progress and 
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growth' may be inherently flawed. The members of the Club of Rome who 

produced The Limits to Growth report, were "... unanimously convinced that 

rapid, radical redressment of the present unbalanced and dangerously 

deteriorating world situation is the primary task facing humanity." As this report 

indicated: 
Every day of continued exponential growth brings the world system closer to 
the ultimate limits to that growth. A decision to do nothing is a decision to 
increase the risk of collapse. We cannot say with certainty how much longer 
mankind can postpone initiating deliberate control of his growth before he will 
have lost the chance for contro1. 2  

The report stated that the path along which human society should proceed was 

clear, and that it was well within the power of human beings to change direction: 
Man possesses, for a small moment in his history, the most powerful combination 
of knowledge, tools, and resources the world has ever known. He has all that is 
physically necessary to create a totally new form of human society - one that 
would be built to last for generations. The two missing ingredients are a realistic, 
long-term goal that can guide mankind to the equilibrium society and the human 
will to achieve that goal. Without such a goal and a commitment to it, short-term 
concerns will generate the exponential growth that drives the world system 
toward the limits of the earth and ultimate collapse. 3  

A follow-up report - Mankind at the Turning Point - published three years later, 

indicated that "...a new ethic in the use of material resources must be developed 

which will result in a style of life compatible with the oncoming age of scarcity. 

This will require a new technology of production based on minimal use of 

resources and longevity of products rather than production processes based on 

maximal throughput."4  The overall message was that world population needed to 

be stabilized, humankind must be content with fewer material objects, and it 

needed to develop an attitude towards nature based on harmony rather than 

conquest if it was to tackle the problems that were manifesting themselves in the 

1  Donella Meadows, Dennis Meadows, Jorgen Randers and William Behrens III, The Limits to 
Growth: A Report for the Club of Rome's Project on the Predicament of Mankind, 1972, London: 
Earth Island, p193. 
2 Meadows, et al., The Limits to Growth, p183. 
3  Meadows, et al., The Limits to Growth, pp183-184. 
4  Mihajlo Mesarovic and Eduard Pestel, Mankind at the Turning Point: The Second Report to the 
Club of Rome, 1975, London: Hutchinson, p147. 
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world, and which were already creating an ecological crisis of alarming 

proportions. The earlier report — The Limits to Growth — had suggested that 

"... the major responsibility must rest with the more developed nations, not 

because they have more vision or humanity, but because, having propagated the 

growth syndrome, they are still at the fountainhead of the progress that sustains 

it."5  The conclusion of both reports was that the situation was extremely urgent. 

In a subsequent report - The New Threshold - published by the Executive 

Committee of the Club of Rome a year later, to recapitulate the concerns and 

convictions of the members of that committee, the crisis facing humanity was 

described as "the Problematique". 6  The Executive Committee was concerned 

that: 
In the last 2000 years, man has developed his physical power and 
increased his information base to an incredible extent, but there is little 
sign that he has increased his wisdom or spiritual capacity during that period. 
He is presumably the only planetary species aware of his own predicament 
and with the potentiality of self-development, yet... the struggle to survive 
has cultivated aggressive characteristics, vanity, greed, desire for power, etc., 
which are not the elements on which to build the wisdom he now requires.' 

A change in the 'way of thinking' of humankind was therefore considered to be 

very necessary, in order for the Problematique to be resolved. The Committee 

was aware of the criticisms that had greeted the publication of The Limits to 

Growth, stating that these had come mainly from economists and those who 

expected solutions to the crisis to come from science and technology. However, 

it was a focus on qualitative values rather than quantitative growth - a movement 

towards an equilibrium state "... which would make possible social, cultural and 

quality developments, certainly no less rich than the material products of the 

quantitative growth of today"8  - that was postulated by The Club of Rome as 

being essential if the crisis was to be effectively addressed. 

5 Meadows, etal., The Limits to Growth, p194. 
6  Frits Bottcher, Alex King, Saburo Olcita, Aurelio Peccei, Eduard Pestel, Hugo Thiemarin, Victor 
Urquidi, and Carroll Wilson, The Club of Rome - The New Threshold, 1973, London: Octagon, pl. 
7 Bottcher, etal., The Club of Rome - The New Threshold, p 1 7. 
8  BOttcher, etal., The Club of Rome - The New Threshold, p11. 



15 

Despite appeals such as this, only recently has worldwide concern been expressed 

about the extent to which industrial society is affecting - and may further affect - 

the equilibrium of the planet, demonstrated, for example, by global warming, 

depletion of the ozone layer, polluted oceans, changed weather patterns, degraded 

soils, saline rivers, rising sea levels, dysfunctional development of lifeforms due 

to chemical pollutants that mimic hormones, nuclear accidents, the threat of 

nuclear, chemical or biological warfare, and a host of other problems. Yet, even 

as we acknowledge such dangers, we continue to 'hide our head in the sand', 

believing that our technological expertise will extricate us from the problems we 

have created for ourselves and the planet, whilst pushing forward with plans for a 

global economy. 

When The Limits to Growth and Mankind at the Turning Point were released they 

met with a hostile reception from science, industry and government around the 

world and, as the postscript to the second Report acknowledged, because the 

research had produced gloomy conclusions, they were called 'doomsday 

prophecies'. This was not an unusual reaction for the time, and continues to be 

the reaction to many who highlight the adverse effects of science or industry. 

The predictions of Rachel Carson in her book Silent Spring9, published in 1962, 

that long-term negative effects would occur through the use of synthetic 

pesticides and herbicides, had been greeted with derision and angry 
condemnation, particularly in science and industry. The then editor of the 

prestigious scientific journal Nature, John Maddox, in his book The Doomsday 

Syndrome, attacked both Carson and others he felt were excessively concerned 

9  Rachel Carson, Silent Spring, 1965 (1962), Harmondsworth: Penguin. 
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about issues such as overpopulation, climate change, and the use of synthetic 
chemicals in agriculture. He suggested they were akin to those people who: 

...parade city streets with sandwich boards proclaiming The End of the 
World is at Hand!' They have been replaced by a throng of sober people, 
scientists, philosophers and politicians proclaiming that there are more 
subtle calamities just around the corner.' °  

Maddox particularly criticized Carson's research, and dismissed fears about the 

effect of the long-term use of synthetically produced chemical pesticides, 

claiming that if their use was carefully regulated there should be no problems 

when they are sprayed onto crops." He suggested that Carson had 

overdramatised the situation with her "purple prose", and "literary trick" 12 . He 

attacked her view that chemicals such as DDT might accumulate in the body-fat 

of humans over a period of time and produce illness at a later date in those who 

had been in contact with such chemicals. He asked: "are these chemicals as 

cumulative in their effects as Miss Carson says? It is a fact that left to himself a 

person will rid his body of any amount of DDT that may have accumulated in 

it." 13  Industry also attacked Carson, endeavouring to discredit her book before it 

was published. As Patricia Hynes remarks: "the Monsanto Chemical Company 

commissioned a parody to be written entitled 'The desolate year', and rushed the 

galley sheets to newspaper editors and book reviewers throughout the country to 

beat Silent Spring's publication date." 14  Critical reviews were written by various 

companies, with a similar theme: without pesticides the world would return "...to 

the dark ages of pestilence and famine." 15  

Since then, of course, it has been confirmed that synthetic chemicals released into 

the environment have devastating effects on animals, plants, and humans, as well 

1°  John Maddox, The Doomsday Syndrome, 1972, New York: McGraw-Hill, p3. 
11  Maddox, The Doomsday Syndrome, p4. 
12  Maddox, The Doomsday Syndrome, p115, and p19. 
13  Maddox, The Doomsday Syndrome, p115. 
14  Patricia Hynes, The Recurring Silent Spring, 1989, New York: Pergamon, p17. 
15  Hynes, The Recurring Silent Spring, p17. 
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as on the upper atmosphere of the planet, and that DDT building up over time in 

the body fat of animals and humans "...can cause abnormal sexual development, 

allergies and impaired reproduction as well as cancer." 16  Even before Maddox 

wrote his book: 
several laboratory studies had shown since 1947 that DDT could act as a 
carcinogen, producing tumours in laboratory animals. There was even such 
a study from the American Food and Drug Administration, but it was ignored. 
By 1968, evidence emerged that DDT may be carcinogenic to humans. 17  

As Edward Goldsmith states: "...there tends to be a long delay between exposure 

to a carcinogen and the development of different types of cancer. It can be as 

much as forty years or even longer." 18  

In their book, Our Stolen Future l9  , Theo Colborn and her co-researchers indicate 

how a wide range of synthetic chemicals can disrupt delicate hormone systems. 

Initial animal and human studies linked these chemicals to a whole range of 

incidents, including a fifty percent drop in average human sperm counts between 

the years 1938 and 1990; genital deformities in humans; cancers; hyperactivity 

and attention deficit in children; and birth defects in the reproductive systems in 

various forms of wildlife. The then United States Vice President, Al Gore, in the 

foreword to this book, deplores the long delay in asking the right questions about 

DDT, PCBs and other synthetic chemicals that present such risks, together with 

CFCs that harm the ozone layer. He states that: "Our Stolen Future is a critically 

important book that forces us to ask new questions about the synthetic chemicals 

that we have spread across this Earth."' 

16  Cited in Alison White, 'Children, Pesticides and Cancer', ,The Ecologist, Vol. 28, No. 2, 
March/April, 1998, p103. 
17  Deborah Cadbury, The Feminization of Nature: Our Future at Risk, 1997, London: Hamish 
Hamilton, p67. 
18  Edward Goldsmith, 'Editorial: Are the Experts Lying?', The Ecologist, Vol. 28, No. 2, 
March/April 1998, p53. 
19 Theo Colborn, John Peterson Myers and Dianne Dumanoslci, Our Stolen Future, 1996, London: 
Little, Brown. 
20  Al Gore, in Colborn et al., Our Stolen Future, pvii. 
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As a result of their research, and the conclusions drawn from it, Colborn and her 

colleagues warn that: 
We must be ever mindful that for all the advances in science, we still 
have only the most general understanding of the life systems on which 
we have been experimenting - whether our own bodies or Earth's 
atmosphere.2I  

The accelerating industrialization of the world has already caused a hole in the 

ozone layer. Ozone holes now appear above both the Antarctic and the Arctic 

regions each spring, and the Antarctic ozone hole of 2000 was the largest yet 

recorded. 22  The depletion of ozone levels has been linked to increases in skin 

cancer and cataracts, and there is also concern about possible damage to plants 

and microbes because of ultra-violet radiation. The use of chlorofluorocarbons 

has been held to be responsible for producing this phenomenon, and "although 

production of ozone-destroying gases has been curtailed under international 
agreements, concentrations of the gases in the stratosphere are only now reaching 

their peak."23  

The burning of fossil fuels was already seen to be responsible for changes to the 

world's climate several decades ago, and warnings that this was occurring were 

ignored by many scientists, who insisted there was no proof for such claims. For 

instance, in 1972 Maddox suggested that few meteorologists were able to 

substantiate unambiguously that the burning of fossil fuel at the rate modern 

industry was doing would "... wreck the climate on the surface of the earth". 24  

Since then, of course, far more evidence has emerged to suggest that fossil fuel 

21  Colborn et aL, Our Stolen Future, p245. 
22  Tim Radford, 'Cold Comfort: Biggest Ozone Hole over Antarctica Revealed', Guardian 
Weekly, Vol. 163, No. 12, September 14-20, 2000, pl. 
23  Radford, 'Cold Comfort: Biggest Ozone Hole over Antarctica Revealed', pl. 
24  Maddox, The Doomsday Syndrome, p4. 
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consumption has, indeed, been responsible for polluting the upper atmosphere to 

such an extent that global weather patterns may change. In August 2000 a group 

of international scientists visiting the normally frozen North Pole arrived to find 

"...not ice but a stretch of open water that was more than a kilometre wide with 

ivory gulls flying overhead."25  This extraordinary discovery was quite 

unexpected: "There was a sense of alarm. Global warming was real, and we 

were seeing its effects for the first time that far north." 26  

At the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, in January 2000, the most 

important problem the world needed to address, according to the participants, was 

climate change. Yet, before the Kyoto Conference in 1998, where it was hoped 

that a treaty would be signed by all governments around the world signifying their 

agreement to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, "...a United States consortium of 

twenty organizations launched an anti-climate treaty campaign. These industry 

groups representing oil, coal and other fossil fuel interests spent an estimated 

$US13 million on television, newspaper and radio advertising.., to promote public 

opposition to the treaty." 27  According to Sharon Beder: 
The governments of the US and Australia, which produce the world's 
highest per capita emissions of greenhouse gases, have for many years 
obstructed international greenhouse gas reduction measures being taken. 
This reflects the power of industry in these countries rather than any lack 
of concern on the part of their citizens. 28  

The power of industry to persuade governments not to take action to reduce 

greenhouse gases, when there is a great deal of evidence to support the theory that 

climate change needs to be addressed urgently, is an extremely worrying factor, 

and one that should concern us all. But, as Beder states: 
Corporations and their front groups have used a handful of dissident scientists 

25  Martin Kettle, 'Hole More Than lk Wide Found in North Pole Ice', Guardian Weekly, August 
24-30, 2000, p5. 
26  James McCarthy, quoted in Kettle, 'Hole More Than lk Wide Found in North Pole Ice', p5. 
27  Sharon Beder, 'Corporate Hijacking of the Greenhouse Debate', The Ecologist, Vol. 29, No. 2, 
March/April 1999, p1,19. 
28  Beder, 'Corporate Hijacking of the Greenhouse Debate', p119. 
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to foster uncertainty about the reality of global warming... The scientists 
who oppose the general scientific consensus on global warming have had 
their voices greatly amplified by fossil fuel interests. 29  

Thus it can be seen that industry representatives are doubly implicated in the 

consequences of their actions; firstly, by the refusal to listen to the warnings 

being given, and secondly, by their attempt to foist upon the public a distorted, or 

incorrect, view. Such duplicity had also occurred when Carson warned about the 

danger of the use of synthetic chemicals. Had caution been the operative word 

instead of condemnation when Carson's book was published, or when the 

warnings within the two Reports to the Club of Rome were issued, the West could 

have benefitted by the foresight contained within them, acted appropriately, and 

thereby prevented some of the problems that have since occurred. That their 

various predictions were labelled 'doomsday prophecies' is seen to be 

irresponsible, in retrospect, since the situation we face at this late stage is now far 

more critical. Condemnation by'a scientist of the calibre and status of John 

Maddox was enough for science and industry to ignore the concerns of other 
scientists questioning the emergent condition. Although Maddox did recognize 

the need for more research, in his eyes it was those warning of imminent danger 

who were in error, for he states that "in short, the weakness of the doomsday 

prophecies is that they are exaggerations. Many of them are irresponsible". 3°  

That some of the prophecies failed to be completely accurate in no way negates 

the general accuracy or pertinence of other prophecies, such as those pertaining to 

the release of synthetic chemicals into the environment or climate change. These 

have turned out to be neither an exaggeration nor an irresponsible prediction. 

The belief that 'doomsday prophecies' are still without foundation is perpetuated 

by Richard D. North in his book Life on a Modern Planet: A manifesto for 

progress. Like Maddox, he has adopted an anthropocentric view of the problems 

the world now faces, believing that humankind should be able to cope quite well 

29  Beder, 'Corporate Hijacking of the Greenhouse Debate', p120. 
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with the global environmental crisis it now faces, and dismissing any suggestion 

of an overwhelming 'ecological disaster'. The damage that has been done to the 

environment is portrayed as being of little consequence. His attitude is that: 
The media and the environmental campaigners have enjoyed twenty years 
of 'environmental disasters'. This is a uniquely modern phenomenon which 
makes exciting broadcasting, sells newspapers, and attracts membership to 
campaign groups. But it is a largely invented idea. 31  

Like Maddox, North does not believe that there will be long-term effects from 

incidents that damage the environment, or that problems, unrecognized at the 

time, may emerge at a later date. He sees such incidents as only short-term 

problems, and states that: "It is a constant refrain of the despairists that even 

small ecological disruptions eventually add up to a large disturbance, or even the 

risk of ecological collapse. But in case after case, we find they do not." 32  

Referring to damage to the environment from massive oil spills, he lightly 

dismisses the death of even "...thousands upon thousands of animals of particular 

species...", claiming that beyond this "...we have no evidence of long-term 

serious damage from oil slicics". 33  But even as early as 1975 The Club of Rome 

was warning that, should there be oil spills of any magnitude in the Arctic Ocean 

there might be a distinct threat to the Arctic icecap, because of the drifting of 

ocean currents: 
Since the ice melts on top and freezes on the bottom, the accumulated oil 
will gradually move upward and the surface of the sea ice will ultimately 
darken, thus reducing its reflectivity (albedo). This will drastically increase 
the heat absorption of the ice during periods of strong sunshine.., starting 
an irreversible melting process.' 

The effects of such a catastrophe are unclear, but such a change could alter 

climate over a vast area. 

3°  Maddox, The Doomsday Syndrome, pp4-5. 
31  Richard D. North, Life on a Modern Planet: A mamfesto for progress, 1995, Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, p97. 
32  North, Life on a Modern Planet, p118 
" North, Life on a Modern Planet, p106. 
34  Mesarovic and Pestel, Mankind at the Turning Point, p149. 
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Apart from this as yet hypothetical scenario, new evidence has revealed that 

several years after the Exxon Valdez oil spill, "...something new and sinister is 

happening beneath the waves... " 35  including malformation of young salmon in 

the area where the ship went aground. Tom Mangold, in a BBC television 

programme about the possible long-term effects of the oil spill from the Erika off 

the Brittany coast on December 8, 1999, states that the most recent research 

indicates that: 
... even when oil has vanished under the seabed and the water seems clear, 
oil continues to pollute... Incredibly the damage can be done by the equivalent 
of a thimbleful of oil in an Olympic sized pool... Researchers have established 
pollution entering the food chain even after ten years. And it's not just 
deformed salmon fly; sea otters and ducks higher up the food chain have also 
been affected.36  

It would, therefore, seem that the chemicals released from oil deposited on the 

ocean floor from such accidents can have long-term effects even after any visible 

signs of the oil remains, and that only minute amounts may be necessary to cause 

mutation. It is, therefore, irresponsible of North to argue that oil spills in general 

are not of great concern. We may be reminded here of Maddox who was able to 

conclude that the introduction of fossil fuel gases into the atmosphere could not 

conceivably disturb its equilibrium. In a similar way, North has prematurely 

concluded that the effects of oil spills in the long-term are negligible. 

North says that the Exxon Valdez incident did not involve a loss of human life, 

and "so far as one can tell, no one lost their living as a result of the accident. 

Local people suffer disruption but make money as a result of tanker accidents." 37  

Although he says the suffering of animals was regrettable, he believes that the 

wildlife levels were not unduly affected. By drawing our attention to the loss of 

35  Tom Mangold, BBC TV Documentary 'The Scandal of the Erika', December 1999, aired on 
ABC 'Four Corners', Australia, 25 September 2000. 
36  Mangold, 'The Scandal of the Erika'. 
37 North, Life on a Modern Planet, p106. 
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populations which may indeed recover, North is guilty of drawing our attention 

away from much greater losses of populations and species which are occurring. 

Who could argue, for instance, that the 'small ecological disruptions' which occur 

when parts of a forest are cut down do not add up to a huge disruption once the 

whole forest is removed? 

Besides belittling the effects of environmental accidents, North also attacks the 

green perspective of people like Jonathon Porritt as being 'leftist', and 

organizations such as Greenpeace as being 'fundamentalist'. This is a similar 

tactic to that used by John Maddox to diminish an opposing point of view, and is 

one often used by those who refuse to admit that a point of view other than their 

own may be valid. North's attack on the economic theory of Herman Daly, John 

Cobb and the New Economics Foundation 38  demonstrates a way of thinking that 

sees no other path for society to take than the one promoting continued progress 

and growth: "... the political support for free trade and market economies is now 
so great that it has marginalised all left-wing thinking, including green-tinged left-

wing thought." 39  He dismisses the writings of the economist, E.F. Schumacher, 

who appealed for sustainable development in his book Small is Beautiful,4°  saying 

that his ideas seem to have attracted little support. 4I  This, in spite of the fact that 

there is an international college named after Schumacher in Devon, England, 

which, for the past ten years, has been attracting students from around the world 

who are disenchanted with the modern economic worldview that places more 

value on wealth for the few than on the welfare of the majority of human beings 

and the planet itself' 

38  The New Economics Foundation — whose headquarters are in London — is an organization 
which aims for sustainable development. 
39  North, Life on a Modern Planet, p254. 
4°  E.F. Schumacher, Small is Beautiful: Economics as if People Mattered, 1974, London: Abacus. 
41  North, Life on a Modern Planet, p254. 
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The effects of synthetic chemicals on the environment were apparent as early as 

1952 when evidence appeared that the bald eagle population in Florida was 

declining. Research showed a high incidence of sterility amongst the birds, and 

at the same time a thinning of eggshells was occurring. A later study observed 

herring gulls at Lake Ontario and found not only thin eggshells, but grotesque 
deformities in dead chicks. The biologist, Mike Gilbertson, who was undertaking 

the study, estimated that eighty percent of the chicks had died before they had a 

chance to hatch. 43  He eventually linked the deformities to dioxin contamination 

in the Great Lakes, but with the methods then available could not confirm his 

findings. In other studies by researchers strange behaviour patterns were found in 

some bird populations: female birds sharing nests, and reduced inclination for 

parent birds to defend their nests or sit on their eggs. 44  

Colborn and her co-researchers found evidence that the disparate symptoms found 

in the birds they had studied could be linked to disruption of the endocrine 
system, caused by hormonal changes within the adult birds. She was convinced 

that high levels of toxic chemicals in various lakes might not only be jeopardising 

the health of the birds, but also human populations who lived nearby. A high 

incidence of cancer was noted in such areas, and because it took so long for the 

effects of these chemicals to manifest themselves in symptoms that were obvious, 

Colborn felt that caution should be used in the use of any synthetic chemical. She 

and her co-researchers state that: 
We must face the fact that there is no way to guarantee the safety of synthetic 
chemicals, even those that have been on the market for decades. CFCs had 
been in broad use for fifty years before the ozone hole was discovered over 
Antarctica. The lag time before effects emerge in vast, complex systems can 
give a false sense of safety and increase the opportunity for catastrophe. 45  

42  Schumacher College, Dartington, England. 
43  Colborn, et al., Our Stolen Future, p4. 
44  Colbom, etal., Our Stolen Future, p22. 
45  Colborn, etal., Our Stolen Future, p245. 
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Despite concerns expressed by Carson in the 1960s of the dangers of the synthetic 

chemical, DDT, and the fact that it had already been reported as having 

oestrogenic properties in the 1950s, the significance of this was not recognized. 

Whilst admitting that DDT was potent to insects, scientists at the time denied that 

it might be harmful to humans46, and it was liberally spread over crops, over water 

sources to rid areas of mosquitoes, and in the home it was used in sprays or 

aerosols called 'insect bombs': "advertisements of the fifties reminded people of a 

past with insects, of picnics invaded by swarms of ants and wasps, of entire crops 

withered and shrunken by pests.' 47  Today, although its use has been restricted or 

• banned in the West, it is still used in developing countries, especially for the 

control of malaria: 
it is estimated that the world-wide use of DDT almost certainly exceeds levels 

that were used historically in the West. In 1991, The United States still 
exported nearly 100 tons of DDT. According to World Health Organization 
figures, Mexico and Brazil each used nearly 1000 tons of DDT in 1992. 
Besides affecting the health of the local populations, such use will continue 
to add to the burden of contamination around the world. 48  

Three decades before Colborn and her colleagues clearly demonstrated the link 

between synthetic chemicals and hormonal changes, and the fact that cancer could 

be an outcome of such changes, Carson had expressed her concerns about the rise 

of cancer amongst the population: "a quarter-century ago, cancer in children was 

considered a medical rarity. Today, more American school children die of cancer 

than from any other disease."49  

Concern about the use of synthetic chemicals was also expressed in the second 

report to The Club of Rome, which warned that the use of artificial fertilizers and 

synthetic chemical pesticides and herbicides had led not only to the death of 

micro-organisms in the soil, but that these substances 
... also eutrophicate rivers, ponds, and lakes and thereby drastically reduce 

46  Cadbury, The Feminization of Nature, p64. 
47  Cadbury, The Feminization of Nature, p62. 
48  Cadbury, The Feminization of Nature, pp67-68. 
49  Carson, Silent Spring, p195. 
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their oxygen-producing capacity, and they wander along the food chain in 
ever greater concentrations so that finally they [become] harmful even to man. 5°  

It was, therefore, obvious to Western nations thirty years ago that the use of 

synthetic chemicals in agriculture was a dangerous practice, since these chemicals 

must inevitably enter the food chain, with detrimental consequences for the 

consumer. The continued production and promotion of these chemicals must be 

considered irresponsible since research has revealed that these substances have 

possible damaging effects in the long-term, and have been linked to various forms 

of cancer, such as non-Hodgkin's lymphoma, soft-tissue sarcoma and Hodgkin's 

disease. 51  

Industry continues to insist that there is not sufficient scientific 'proof' that 

synthetic chemicals are dangerous. Despite overwhelming evidence from animal 

and human tests that the dramatic increase in cancer rates over the last century is 

linked to increased synthetic chemical production, the allopathic medical 

profession, instead of looking at ways in which cancer can be prevented, 

concentrates its energies on trying to cure it. As Zac Goldsmith writes: 
... a billion dollar industry has grown up around the almost epidemic problem 
of cancer. Powerful institutions, vast multinational pharmaceutical businesses 
and a very large number of people have become wholly dependent not on 
prevention, but on the continued existence and growth of that problem. 52  

Goldsmith argues that if one looks at traditional, pre-industrial societies there is, 

by contrast, a notable absence of cancerous disease. For instance, Ladakh, a 

country once renowned for the health of its people, has seen a decline in health 

since the introduction of industry when it became "... linked up to the Indian 

economy, which in turn has become ever more absorbed into the global 
„53 economy. 	Arguing that cancer is a product of industrialization and all its 

5°  Mesarovic and Pestel, Mankind at the Turning Point, p172. 
51  Colborn, etal., Our Stolen Future, p114. 
52 Zac Goldsmith, 'Cancer: A Disease of Industrialization', The Ecologist, Vol 28, No. 2, 
March/April, 1998, p93. 
53  Goldsmith, 'Cancer: A Disease of Industrialization', p97. 
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pollutants, Alexander Berglas suggests that civilization is "... in terms of cancer, a 

juggernaut that cannot be stopped... It is the nature and essence of industrial 

civilization to be toxic in every sense... We are faced with the grim prospect that 

the advance of cancer and of civilization parallel each other." 54  

The research that Colborn and her colleagues carried out concluded that: 
Through the creation and release of billions of pounds of man-made chemicals 
over the past half century, we have been making broadscale changes to the 
Earth's atmosphere and even in the chemistry of our own bodies... The magnitude 
of the damage that has already occurred should leave any thoughtful person 
profoundly shaken. 55  

Thus, although some of the new technologies invented by modern science have 

yielded some positive effects for a minority of the human population, there is 

"... often a dark side that has only become evident decades later." 56  

As we move into the twenty-first century, the severity of the effects predicted by 

the so-called 'doomsday prophets' of the 1960s and 1970s are becoming apparent. 

Weather patterns around the globe are creating alann. Excessive flooding 

damaged great regions of Queensland and New South Wales in Australia, and in 

Britain, Bangladesh, India, Madagascar and Mozambique, in the wake of 

unusually high rainfall in 2000, while at the same time drought badly affected 

other countries in Africa, the Indian subcontinent, the USA, and parts of 
Australia. The direct connection between these climatic extremes, once thought 

to be random acts of nature, and human impact on the ecosphere is now all but 

established. 

54  Cited in Goldsmith, 'Cancer: A Disease of Industrialization', p97. 
55  Colborn et al., Our Stolen Future, p240. 
56  Colborn et al., Our Stolen Future, p241. 
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In 1975 the second report to the Club of Rome reported on the pressure of 
landclearing - visible in the four-thousand mile-long fringe stretching south of the 

Sahara from Senegal all the way across Africa to Ethiopia - on food-producing 

ecosystems. The report indicated that "denuding the semi-arid landscape by 

deforestation and overgrazing has enabled the desert to move southward, in some 

cases up to thirty miles a year." 57  Today, global damage to agricultural land 

worsens by the day as modern agricultural methods which strip the land of 

topsoil, deplete it through the overuse of artificial fertilizers, pesticides and 

herbicides, or destroy it altogether by salt-producing irrigation methods, have 
been exported by the West to most of the developing nations, creating problems 

for the small farmers who were hitherto dependent upon small-scale, organic 

means of growing crops and grazing their animals. 

Today, the concern is not just for the loss of food-producing areas due to 

desertification, but the impact on global climate of the conversion of forested 

areas to food-production. The clearing of vegetation from the land has not 

slowed but actually increased over the intervening decades. Vast tracts of forest 
in the Asia-Pacific region, the Americas, Europe and Africa continue to be swept 

away. In some areas the last stands of old-growth forest will be gone within the 

first decade of the twenty-first century. Australia is unique among industrialized 

nations as far as land clearance is concerned, having depleted more of its native 

forests and woodlands in the past 200 years than any other industrialized nation. 

"In 1990 about 650,000 hectares were cleared. The figure has fallen only to about 

500,000 a year in the past decade." 58  As Graeme O'Neill declares, "we can only 

guess at how the loss of vegetation has affected our climate", but he noted that 

mass clearing of woodland in South Australia "...had reduced rainfall in 

downwind wheat-growing country as much as forty percent"." 59  In Queensland, 

farmers and graziers continue to clear huge tracts of land, fearing "... governments 

57 Mesarovic and Pestel, Mankind at the Turning Point, p172. 
58  Graeme O'Neill, 'A Dry Argument', Sunday Herald Sun, December 5, 1999, p56. 
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will soon restrict further clearance of native vegetation to honour commitments to 

'reduced greenhouse gas emissions." 6°  

Although small farmers around the world are being persuaded that one has to be 

'big' to survive in the new competitive global market - and the clearance of more 

land is a consequence of this belief - it nevertheless confirms that, in spite of 

warnings about climate change, many farmers see short-term gains as a priority, 

and are less concerned about long-term damage. That governments could accept 

this sort of ecological destruction in an age when the seriousness of climate 

change is already apparent, suggests that short-term gains are seen by them, too, 

as more important than the long-term results of such devastation. It suggests that 

in the realm of economics, the imperatives of progress and growth override the 

moral or ethical values that should be considered necessary informants of 

decision-making. 

The second report to the Club of Rome pointed out in the early 1970s that marine 

fisheries, which then supplied fifteen percent of the world's animal protein, were 

being seriously threatened by the use of ruthless fishing technologies. "On the 

coasts of Europe and Asia dragnets have been scraping the ocean floor and 

thereby destroying for many years the beds of algae where the fish feed and lay 

their eggs." 61  In oceans and rivers around the world since then, the number of 

fish has been drastically reduced. Short-term exploitation allowed a sharp rise in 

global fish-catch after 1945, "... almost quadrupling from seventeen-and-a-half 

million tons a year to reach sixty-five million tons in 1970." 62  But some areas 

59  O'Neill, 'A Dry Argument', p56. 
6°  O'Neill, 'A Dry Argument', p56. 
61  Mesarovic and Pestel, Mankind at the Turning Point, p173. 
62  Clive Ponting, A Green History of the World, 1991, London: Penguin, p176. 
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have now been exhausted. As Clive Ponting states: "as the more accessible areas 

have been overfished to the point of exhaustion, the world's fleets have moved on 

to the last remaining unexploited areas such as the south Atlantic and 

Antarctic.”63  

Communities of people around the world have seen huge reductions in the 

number of fish frequenting hitherto extremely fertile fishing grounds in their 

areas. The State of the World 1998 Report reveals that: "most marine fisheries 

around the world are in danger of severe depletion... Many individual fish 

populations are on their last gasp."64  Traditional fishing in small communities, 

customary for generations, has been destroyed by the intrusion of fleets of 

commercial fishing vessels owned by large companies, which overfish areas 

hitherto kept sustainable by local people with their small boats and traditional 

fishing methods. In The Netherlands, huge stern trawlers have taken over from 

smaller boats, and due to the efforts of the fishermen over the years to catch more 
and more fish, not only have overall catches dwindled, but such overfishing has 

severely damaged fish stocks. 65  Similarly, due to the mechanization of the 

fishing industry, in places like India the wealthy have taken over a resource that 

previously benefitted everyone in the coastal communities: 
There are now so many trawlers in Karnataka that the same areas are 
dragged daily and boats work along the beaches right up to the point 
at which the waves begin to break. Considerable damage is being done 
to spawning grounds... None of the catch is eaten locally — it is too highly 
priced. Instead, 90 percent is exported to the United States and Japan. 66  

In contrast, the small canoes operated by groups of three to four local fishermen, 

that once brought in enough fish to feed their families and to sell locally, often 

return from fishing expeditions empty. A social worker in northern Karnataka 

63  Ponting, A Green History of the World, p176. 
64  Anne Platt McGinn, Promoting Sustainable Fisheries', in (eds Lester R. Brown et al.) State of 
the World 1998, London: Earthscan, p60. 
65  Richard Douthwaite, The Growth Illusion, 1992, Bideford, England: Green Books, p219. 
" Douthwaite, The Growth Illusion, pp230-231. 
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states that: 'the fishermen are getting insufficient food even for their own 

families'."67  Fish stocks are also dwindling in rivers because, due to irrigation 

practices, the ecological balance is being disrupted. "Marine life is depleted, 

deprived of nutrients that rivers bring. In the lower Indus, fishing as a livelihood 

has come to an end because all the water... is extracted for irrigation." 68  

The loss of local jobs has caused profound social implications on a worldwide 

scale for fishing communities. Anne Platt McGinn states that: 
In many areas fishers are out of work and families are on the edge of survival. 
In Newfoundland, for example, more than 30,000 fishers and fish plant 
workers are unemployed, and many are plagued with gambling problems 
and with alcohol and drug abuse. As local businesses fail, an average 7,500 
people have moved out of the province each year since 1992... 69  

Although concerns have been repeatedly expressed about overfishing, it still 

continues, and, instead of reducing our needs, the answer more recently, has been 

to build fish-farms around the world. These do not in any way alleviate the 

problem since more fish are needed to feed the fish in these farms than are 

thereby produced. 

Concerns about nuclear power plants were expressed in the second report to the 

Club of Rome, particularly the possibility of accidental mishap. Well before the 

accidents at Three Mile Island and Chernobyl, the report was questioning the 

wisdom of producing plutonium, stating that "a ball of plutonium the size of a 

grapefruit contains enough poison to kill nearly all the people living today. 

Moreover, plutonium-239 has a radioactive half-life of more than 24,000 years." 70  

The nuclear accident that occurred at Chernobyl in April, 1986, released 

67  Cited in Douthwaite, The Growth Illusion, p229. 
Vandana Shiva, Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Development, 1989, London: Zed, p194. 

69  McGinn, Promoting Sustainable Fisheries', p71. 
" Mesarovic and Pestel, Mankind at the Turning Point, p134. 
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radioactivity into the air that contaminated land and livestock (and undoubtedly 

humans) as far away as Wales. 71  In June, 2000, a scientific report revealed that 

the radioactive effects of this disaster will affect Great Britain for"... 100 times 

longer than originally estimated."72  Thousands of people died as a result of the 

Chernobyl accident, if not at the scene of the accident, then in the villages and 

towns that surround the site. Amongst the workers employed to clean up the site 

after the explosion a high percentage have died, and many more have long-term 

health problems, especially various forms of cancer. 73  In the years since the 

disaster, "scientists have discovered genetic mutations in children whose parents 

were exposed to the radioactivity, so the effects are being passed from one 

generation to the next."74  

Radioactivity not only occurs as a result of nuclear spills or accidents, but also as 

a result of the use of depleted uranium. Missiles used by the United States during 

bombing raids on Iraq and Kosovo were tipped with depleted uranium (DU), 

because of uranium's density, which is almost twice that of lead, and their 

consequent ability to destroy tanks. As Patrick Cain reports, hundreds of 

thousands of lives are being put at risk due to radioactive uranium dust that covers 

part of the countryside in both countries75 , and in a documentary film on Iraq 

made by John Pilger in 2000, it was claimed that there has been an escalation of 

cancer there, particularly amongst children. 76  More recently, as a result of 

contact with depleted uranium dust in the Balkans, there have been "... a spate of 

reports from Italy, France, Belgium and Portugal about the number of troops 

71  Helen Andre, 'Chernobyl Radiation Will Affect UK 100 Times Longer Than Forecast', 
Environmental News Service, June 7, 2000, <http://www.ens-news.com > 
72  Andre, 'Chernobyl Radiation Will Affect UK 100 Times Longer Than Forecast', pl. 
73  Rosalie Bertell, 'Victims of the Nuclear Age', The Ecologist, Vol. 29, No. 7, November, 1999, 
p408. 
/4  Andre, 'Chernobyl Radiation Will Affect UK 100 Times Longer Than Forecast', pp2-3. 
75  Patrick Cain, 'Irradiating Kosovo', The Ecologist, Vol. 29, No. 4, July 1999, p265. 
76  John Pilger, Paying the Price: Killing the Children of Iraq', a documentary film aired on 
Australian television channel, SBS, 22.7.2000. 
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... [who] have been diagnosed with cancer, particularly leukaemia." 77  In Britain, 

for several years "...veterans who fought in the 1991 Gulf war have pressed 

forward claims that conditions such as chronic fatigue, hair loss and various types 

of cancer may have been triggered by contamination from fragments of DU." 78  

Population is another issue that the two reports to the Club of Rome addressed. 

Predicting that world population was likely to double between the time the 

Reports were written and the year 2000, they argued that "... society will be hard 

put to meet the needs and expectations of so many more people in so short a 

period. We are likely to try to satisfy these demands by overexploiting our 
natural environment and further impairing the life-supporting capacity of the 

earth."79  The population of the world did indeed nearly double, rising to six 

billion people in 2000. And, as predicted in the Club of Rome reports, there are 

now clear signs that the planet is suffering from overexploitation and, what we 

might term today, a disruption of its equilibrium. 

When Paul Ehrlich released his book The Population Bomb in 1968 there were 

only three billion people in the world. Although overestimating global population 

in 2000, he was correct in warning that increased population would result in the 

rich getting richer and the poor poorer, with many children starving to death. 8°  

However, sceptics suggested he was exaggerating. Maddox, for instance, stating 

that The Population Bomb had "...played an exceedingly important part in the 

doomsday movement",81  argued that: 

77  Guardian Reporters, 'Cancer Deaths put Spotlight on Anti-tank Shells', Guardian Weekly, Vol. 
164, No. 3, January 11-17, 2001, pl. 
78  Guardian Reporters, 'Cancer Deaths put Spotlight on Anti-tank Shells', pl. 
79  Meadows, et al., The Limits to Growth, p192. 
8°  Paul R. Ehrlich, The Population Bomb, 1968, London: Ballantine, p2. 
81  Maddox, The Doomsday Syndrome, p41. 
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Overpopulation is by no means a novelty. The million or so Indians in 
North America when the first European settlers arrived were seriously and 
chronically short of food. Three hundred years later, the same continent can 
support more than two hundred times as many people and yet manage to have 
a large surplus of grain. What has happened is that the farmers of the Middle 
West have an agricultural technology which is a vast improvement on that of 
the old Plains Indians. 82  

The folly of this statement is apparent today. The USA is responsible for twenty-

four percent of the world's carbon emissions83 , and much of North America is 

now suffering from severe soil erosion due to modern industrial agricultural 

methods and the use of synthetic chemicals. In contrast, the American Indians 

were conscious of the sacredness of the land, nurtured it, and treated it with 

respect. They existed, as most traditional people do, in some form of 

equilibrium, or sustainable connection, with the land. Maddox fails, like others 

dismissive of an ecological perspective, to recognize that although an increase in 

population can occur, it always does so at the cost of degradation of the original •  

ecosystem. The native American Indians' contact with the land allowed them to 

be fully conscious of its limitations. These days it would be difficult to sustain 

the argument that the North American landscape has been 'improved' by the use of 

European agricultural technology, as Maddox maintains. 

The increase in population that Ehrlich estimated would occur - unless efforts 

were made to curtail it - would, he suggested, inevitably bring about further 

pollution as the developing world sought to increase its industrial growth. He 

argued that it was urgent that steps should be taken to stabilize population levels. 

As Ponting states, the increase in population has been far more dramatic during 

the last two centuries - since industrialization - than ever before. By the year 

1825 the world had reached a population of one billion. However: 
The next billion was added in only a hundred years. A further billion (taking 
the total to three billion) took about thirty-five years from 1925 to 1960. The 
next billion was added in only fifteen years (by 1975) while the increase from 

82  Maddox, The Doomsday Syndrome, p49. 
g3  Simon Retallacic, 'How US Politics is Letting the World Down', The Ecologist, Vol. 29, No. 2, 
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4 billion to 5 billion took about twelve years and was completed in the late 
1980s.m  

By 2000 world population had reached six billion, over a third of these people 

living in India and China. Both these countries are being incorporated into a 

globalized economy as they edge towards embracing lifestyles similar to those of 

the West, with all that this entails as far as consumption of resources is concerned. 

The effect on the planet of 'globalization' — which will be discussed more fully in 

chapter 5 - will be to increase environmental degradation at a rate faster than 

solutions to this problem can be found. But, as is often pointed out, it would be 

unjust to argue that such countries must not increase their standard of living 

comparative to the West's. Instead, the West should decrease its rate of 

consumption and try to live with less, as was suggested in the Limits to Growth, 

and encourage developing countries to aim for this rather than increasing 

consumption comparative to the present levels enjoyed by Western nations. That 

this is the wiser path of action is further evidenced by the fact that the planet has 

entered a state of disequilibrium due to increased industrialization. 

The two reports to the Club of Rome considered the burning of fossil fuels to be a 

major contributor to the breakdown of the planet's ecosystem, and yet, despite this 

assessment and despite more recent evidence that this problem needs to be 

urgently addressed, the World Bank and the IMF continue to fund projects in 

developing countries that will greatly increase the carbon load in the atmosphere. 
Developing countries are offered massive loans for projects like oil pipelines and 

dams. Often such projects end up profiting the wealthy nations, which demand 

loan, plus interest, repayments, while crippling the economies of the tenefactee' 

" Ponting, A Green History of the World, p240. 
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countries. Meanwhile, projects that were intended to help entire societies very 

often only benefit a wealthy minority within those countries. 

It is estimated that climate change caused by the release of carbon dioxide into the 

atmosphere will escalate rapidly and bring serious problems in its wake. As Peter 

Bunyard states: 
If we continue pumping greenhouse gases into the atmosphere and we fail to 
curb our destruction of the world's forests, we can expect our crops to shrivel 
from increased heat-waves and drought, get them washed away by unprecedented 
rainstorms and floods, and be ravaged by the spread of pests and weeds. 
The prospects for feeding the growing human population are appalling 
unless we take action now. 85  

The State of the World 1998 Report confirms these warnings, stating that because 

of the complexity of the Earth's climate system it is impossible to forecast exactly 

what the effects of the global emissions of carbon dioxide will be: 
Scientists around the world have concluded that flooded cities, diminished 
food production, and increased storm damage all seem likely — and could well 
produce catastrophic economic consequences. Whatever the outcomes are, 
they could take centuries to reverse, and could affect the lives of billions of 
people.86  

With rising sea levels, delta areas in Vietnam, Thailand, the Philippines, China, 

Iraq, Pakistan, Venezuela and Brazil, which hold over a billion people, are 

threatened. Should such levels reach more than a metre, huge populations around 

the world will be affected, especially those in major cities such as London, 

Bangkok, Shanghai, and Miami, and for a low-lying country like Holland such a 

rise could be devastating. In Bangladesh, the sea could surge as much as 160 

kms inland, covering forty percent of the country if a combination of factors, such 

as severe weather depressions, strong onshore winds, and spring tides occurred all 

at once, destroying not only the homes of much of the population but also their 

rice crops. 87  According to Bunyard, "as temperatures rise, a dangerous self- 

85  Peter Bunyard, 'A Hungrier World', The Ecologist, Vol. 29, No. 2, March/April 1999, p86. 
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Brown (ed.) State of the World 1998 Report, London: Earthscan, p114. 
87  Bunyard, 'A Hungrier World', p88. 
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feeding process may take hold in which life - a key player in the processes that 

generate climate - is so affected that it actually destabilizes the climate system 

irrevocably." 88  He recognizes that up until now this possibility has not been 

studied in any depth by climate modellers, but that it is an essential part of the 

whole scenario, since "... climate is largely a construct of living processes and is 
therefore fundamentally affected by what happens to life, and not just to physics 

and chemistry." 89  

While the question of whether greenhouse gas emissions will destabilize the 

planetary system hangs in the balance, some scientists have turned their energy 

towards genetically-engineered lifeforms. Those who extol the virtues of this 

science see the genetic modification of plants and seeds as potentially benefitting 

humankind, and even necessary in order to ensure its survival, especially as they 

believe it will help feed the poor. However, the respected British scientist, Mae-

Wan Ho, warns that "the large-scale release of transgenic organisms is much 

worse than nuclear weapons or radioactive nuclear wastes, as genes can replicate 

indefinitely, spread and -recombine." 90  Her hope is that "...there may yet be time 

to stop the dreams turning into nightmares if we act now, before the critical 

genetic melt-down is reached."9I  There is grave concern around the world that 

this new technology may not be as benign as is suggested, but, as Colbom and her 

colleagues state: 
When questioned about the risks of releasing genetically engineered organisms 
into the environment, one of the world's preeminent molecular biologists saw 
no reason for hesitating. He told a group of journalists that our society had to 
'be brave' and forge ahead with new technologies despite the uncertainties. But 

88  Peter Bunyard, 'How Climate Change Could Spiral Out of Control', The Ecologist, Vol. 29, 
No. 2, March/April, 1999, p68. 
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90  Mae-Wan Ho, Genetic Engineering: Dream or Nightmare?, 1998, Bath, England: Gateway, 
p16. 
' I  Ho, Genetic Engineering: Dream or Nightmare?, p16. 
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what seems brave to some seems foolish to others. 92  

This 'foolishness' would appear to be accentuated when an industry places more 

importance on short-term gains than on safety. Bob Phelps, the director of the 

Australian Genethics Network, believes that "genetic engineering has the 

potential to threaten the security of our food supply, biodiversity, and public 

health." He states that: "if used as intended by industry and some governments, 

GE will intensify chemical/industrial agricultural systems, and cement corporate 

control of the global food and fibre supply. " 93 As Ho points out, "genetic 

engineering biotechnology is an unprecedented alliance between bad science and 

bad business... ", and she is concerned that the results "... will spell the end of 

humanity as we know it, and of the world at large." 94  

Despite a public backlash and protests in many countries against genetically 

modified food, those involved in the development of such technology deny there 

are any risks associated with food production from genetically modified seed. As 

Ho suggests, although 
genetic engineering biotechnology is inherently hazardous... the genetic 
determinist mindset that misinforms both practitioners and the public takes hold 
of people's unconscious, making them act involuntarily, unquestioningly, to 
shape the world to the detriment of human beings and all other inhabitants. 95  

Colborn and her colleagues concur with this assessment, and point out that: 
We design new technologies at a dizzying pace and deploy them on an 
unprecedented scale around the world long before we can begin to fathom their 
possible impact on the global system or ourselves. We have plunged boldly 
ahead, never acknowledging the dangerous ignorance at the heart of the 
enterprise. Such arrogant presumption may be an ineradicable part of human 
nature. The ancient Greeks called it hubris. 96  

92  Colborn etal., Our Stolen Future, p241. 
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Science has little idea of the consequences of genetic engineering, or how the 
genetic modification of food will affect the immune system, for no long-term 

experiments have been undertaken. Phelps argues that: 
because most genes being introduced into GE plants come from sources 
which have never been part of the human diet, there is no way of knowing 
whether or not the products of these genes will cause allergic reactions. 
Some people could develop a sensitivity to a GE food gradually after being 
exposed to it over time, whereas others might have an acute allergic reaction 
after eating a minute amount.97  

And in connection with the planting of genetically modified crops, there is 

concern that the seed from these may contaminate organically produced crops, 

thus destroying the purity of the organic seed, making it impossible to determine 

which seed is which. Accidents such as this could seriously threaten agricultural 

output if it was later found that genetically modified seed had the capacity to 

make normal seed sterile. 

Although human beings have, through the centuries, taken certain risks, the risks 

of continuing to chemically alter the food that we eat, and interfere with different 

species by manipulating their natural processes of growth, through gene 

technology, is something unprecedented, and requires considerable caution. This 

caution, Colborn and her researchers state, 
... does not arise from any propensity for pessimism or dislike of technology. 
[Instead] it arises from the very nature of our global experiment and from our 
inescapable ignorance, which makes it impossible to foresee consequences or 
guarantee Safety. 98  

One of the criticisms levelled at those involved in the genetic modification of 
seeds is that science is trying to play the role of God in interfering with the very 

'building blocks' of life. H.R.H. Prince Charles suggests that "...this kind of 

genetic modification takes mankind into realms that belong to God, and to God 

97  Cited in Anderson, Genetic Engineering, Food, and our Environment, p30. 
Colborn etal., Our Stolen Future, p242. 
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developing genetically manipulated crops were applied to understanding and 

improving traditional systems of agriculture, which have stood the all-important 

test of time, the results would be remarkable." 10°  

However, multinational organizations such as Monsanto are currently introducing 

genetically modified seed into developing nations, because "... it is constantly 

promoted as the only alternative available for feeding the hungry.'ai vandana 

Shiva argues: "this deliberate blindness to diversity, the blindness to nature's 

production, production by women, production by Third World farmers, allows 

destruction and appropriation to be projected as creation." 1°2  

The recommendation by the second Report to the Club of Rome a quarter of a 

century ago that we should return to non-material pursuits has been largely 

ignored. The pursuit of wealth and the consumption of goods is considered by 

mainstream Western society to be necessary and desirable. Whether one's wealth 

is increased by stock market ventures, buying and selling derivatives, at casinos, 

gaming tables, lotteries or betting shops, or in criminal ventures, money is the 

benchmark by which people are judged. Money epitomises success; lack of 

money is seen as evidence of inadequacy, and the impoverished are regarded with 

scant concern by those who have money. This is the problem faced by many 

people who, as a result of the demise of small business, corporate amalgamations 

and 'downsizing', find themselves out of work. The French journalist, Vivienne 

" HRH Prince Charles, 'Seeds of Disaster', Temenos Academy Review, Issue 2, Spring 1999, 
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Forrester, explains in her book, The Economic Horror, that there is now a 

problem of unemployment on a worldwide scale, and it is creating a new 

civilization, quite at odds with the one we believe still exists. This 'new 

civilization' has the potential to create enormous hardship for huge numbers of 

people as jobs become something few people have. 1°3  Jobs are not just 'hard to 

get', they are disappearing - for ever. People are no longer seen as assets in the 

workplace. Forrester suggests that: 
We are living in the midst of a masterly deception, in a world gone forever, 
although we stubbornly insist on denying it... Millions of human lives are 
devastated and annihilated by ...the outcome of persistent stratagems 
intended to assert the immutability of our most sacred concept the very 
questioning of which is taboo: work ...today work, regarded as our natural 
driving force... has become an entity without substance... Our concepts 
of 'work', and thus of unemployment, around which politics revolve 
(or claims to revolve), have become illusory... 1" 

Forrester argues that the Western economic system is destroying jobs, and has 

little, if any, regard for the consequences, with opportunities for employment 

lying more and more in the hands of faceless organizations that are, by reason of 
their great size and complexity, completely out of touch with the average person. 

Occupations once held by many people - jobs that may have existed for 

generations - no longer exist. Forrester questions how long it will take for us to 

understand that: 
We are part of a new era, and yet we are unable to envisage it. Since we do 
not admit or even perceive that the old era is over, we cannot mourn it, and 
we spend our time mummifying it instead. We insist it is still with us and in 
full activity as we go on observing the ritual of a missing dynamic... We 
thus manage to uphold what has become a myth and the most sacrosanct 
of all: the myth that work is closely linked to all the public and private 
workings of our societies. 1°5  

This new era is one run by a neo-classical economic system in which large 

organizations are taking over smaller ones, and large companies are 

amalgamating, at the same time shedding thousands of jobs in the name of 

103  Vivienne Forrester, The Economic Horror, 1999, Cambridge, England: Polity Press, pp41-42. 
1°4  Forrester, The Economic Horror, pl. 
105 Forrester, The Economic Horror, p2 
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"rationalizing" these new mega-corporations. The victims of the disappearance 

of jobs "...are treated and judged by the same criteria as when jobs were 

abundant. They are therefore made to feel guilty for being jobless, as well as 

deluded and lulled by deceptive promises assuring them that an abundance of jobs 

will once again be available." I06  Forrester sees in this not just a crisis but a 

mutation of our whole civilization. 

This chapter has outlined the more significant problems that beset today's world 

and which constitute the major issues of the 'ecological crisis'. It has 

demonstrated that there were many in the past who foresaw such problems and 

many today who continue to draw our attention to them and to future possibilities. 

The world has largely ignored the warnings of these so-called 'doomsday 

prophets', and the ideology of material 'progress and growth' continues unabated 

and is exacerbated by the trend toward 'globalization'. Because there is clear 

evidence of problems which urgently require a change in behaviour, but which 

elicit no determined official action, this points to the existence of a particular 

'way of thinking' which, once adopted, seems to constrain us within fixed 

parameters. In 1927, the metaphysician and traditionalist, Rene Guenon, 

published a book entitled The Crisis of the Modern World, which warned the 

West that if it continued so dogmatically with its belief in material 'progress' it 

would some day reach a point where it could be "...plunged in its entirety into 

some cataclysm." 107  For Guenon, the problem lay in the loss of spiritual wisdom 

that had occurred. This had not only led to the development of a materialist 

civilization but had, at the same time, allowed the West to proceed unhindered 

with a profane science that would inevitably lead to the development of a 

106  Forrester, The Economic Horror, p5. 
107  Rene Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern World, 1996 (1927), New York: Sophia Peretufis et 
Universalis, p2. 



technology that would threaten the whole world. The following chapter deals 

with the loss of wisdom that Guenon talks about, traces the decline of that 

wisdom, and illustrates how the Western worldview of 'modernism' slowly 

emerged to take its place, 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE LOSS OF WISDOM 

I saw my Lord with the Eye of my Heart; and I said: 
Who art Thou? He told me. Thyself! 

Mansur Al-Hallaj 

The eye .  by which I see God is the same as the eye by which God 
sees me. My eye and God's eye are one and the same. 

Eckhart 

Find Buddha in your own heart, whose essential nature is the Buddha himself 
Eisth 

That sun of the intellectual world, that inner eye of the heart. 
Richard of Saint Victor 

lam blind and do not see the things of this world: but when the light 
comes from Above, it enlightens my Heart and I can see, for 

the Eye of my Heart sees everything. 
Black Elk 

It is accepted by many eco-philosophers' today that the ecological crisis that now 

confronts the world will not be solved on the socio-political level, but needs to be 

confronted on the level of psychology — that is, the level of fundamental beliefs or 

ways of thinking, or consciousness. Invariably though, the solutions proposed 

answer to the dominant assumptions of today - for example, the paradigms of 

science or modem psychology. It is not often recognized that to view the 

situation from the vantage point of modem thinking - 'modernism' - might 

invalidate those solutions; that the very tools being used to tackle the problem 
may themselves be part of the problem; that modern psychology itself is perhaps 

nothing more than a `psychologism' "...built on the sands of a profane science... 

[that assumes] that man's nature and behaviour are to be explained by 

For instance: Arne Naess, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle: Outline of an Ecosophy (translated 
by David Rothenberg), 1989, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Freya Mathews, The Ecological Self, 1991, London: Routledge. 
Warwick Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Ecology: Developing New Foundations for 
Environmentalism, 1990, Boston: Shambhala. 
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psychological factors which can be laid bare by a scientific and empirical 

psychology.' 

The modem method of endeavouring to understand human nature precludes a 
recognition of a 'vertical dimension' to reality, and, accordingly, this is an error of 

the greatest magnitude: "The higher reaches of the universe are relegated to the 

realm of mere supposition, and the microcosm, soul and body, is isolated from all 

• that transcends it. The soul is thus treated as the highest known thing. The 

average psychoanalyst may not deliberately set out to inflate it with self-

importance, but in fact his so-called science acts like a conspiracy in that 

direction." 3  In contrast, for traditionalists, "the soul, like every other domain of 

reality, can only be truly known by what transcends it."4  And, therefore, they 

believe that problems of the psyche cannot be healed in the realm of the psychic: 

they need to be cured by something 'above' it, on a higher realm. According to 

Titus Burckhardt: 
What modem psychology lacks entirely is criteria enabling it to situate the 
aspects or tendencies of the soul in their cosmic context. In traditional 
psychology, these criteria are provided according to two principal 'dimensions': 
on the one hand, according to a cosmology that 'situates' the soul and its 
modalities in the hierarchy of states of existence, and, on the other hand, 
according to a morality directed toward a spiritual end... Thus traditional 
psychology possesses both an impersonal and 'static' dimension (namely, 
cosmology), and a personal and 'operative' dimension (namely, morality or 
the science of the virtues), and it is necessarily so, because genuine knowledge 
of the soul results from knowledge of oneself. 5  

In contrast with modernists, the traditionalists attest to the existence of a timeless 

wisdom (sophia perennis) which exists as the core (esoteric) knowledge of all 

revealed religions and traditional cultures, and they also attest to the existence 

within humans of a faculty which is adequate to the task of knowing Truth or the 

2  Kenneth Oldmeadow, Traditionalism: Religion in the light of the Perennial Philosophy, 2000, 
Colombo: Sri Lanka Institute of Traditional Studies, pp133-134. 
3  Martin Lings, Symbol and Archetype: A Study of the Meaning of Existence, 1991, Cambridge: 
Quinta Essentia, p17. 
4  Titus Burcichardt, Mirror of the Intellect: Essays on Traditional Science and Sacred Art, 1987, 
Cambridge: Quinta Essentia, p47 
5  Burckhardt, Mirror of the Intellect, p48. 



Reality of God. They recognize the loss, over time, in the West - especially 

within the last few centuries - of the operation of this faculty - the intuitive 

Intellect - as a result of the overextension of the rational mind. And this 

emphasis on discursive thought has consequently rendered these teachings 

"... virtually incomprehensible to modern man." 6  

For the traditionalists, the ecological crisis is considered to be nothing less than a 

spiritual crisis.' They claim that the crisis cannot be solved using the rational, 

reasoning mind, because such a mode of thinking contains the seeds of the very 

problems it seeks to overcome. To attempt to explicate such a state of affairs is 

to be caught in a type of paradox, for while those who intuitively lean toward this 

understanding will need little persuasion as to the cause of the problems, those 

who are most rationalistic will inevitably deny that a higher faculty exists. Since 

most people today are not subjectively aware of this faculty, or even recognize it 

is a potentiality, traditionalists are conscious of being rather like a sighted person 

in the kingdom of the blind — they can explain in words, hoping that their words 

will be understood, but are unable to give insight to others. 

For traditionalists, the most recent exposition of the sophia perennis in the 

Christian West was contained within the medieval worldview of early 

Scholasticism, which was in turn informed by Platonic thought. Critical to the 

understanding of the worldview is an appreciation of the intuitive faculty 

adequate to the task of knowing the Divinity, the One - the Intellect (Intellectus). 

The Intellect is not reason: 
Reason proceeds discursively, through language, and like a bridge, joins 
two banks, knower and known, without removing the river between. 
The Intellect knows intuitively and... identifies the knower with what he 

6  E.F. Schumacher, A Guide for the Perplexed 1995 (1977), London: Little, Brown & Co., p22. 
7  See, for instance, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, The Spiritual and Religious Dimensions of the 
Environmental Crisis, 1999, London: Temenos Academy Paper No. 12, and Philip Sherrard, 
Human Image: World Image, 1992, Ipswich, England: Golgonooza, chapter 1. 
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knows, causing one to become the other. Or rather ...the Intellect is the 
Absolute as manifest in the human soul... What appears from mundane 
perspective, as the Intellect coming to know the Absolute is in actuality the 
Intellect as Absolute-in-man becoming perceptible to phenomenal awareness. 8  

The Intellect is, therefore, very different from the discursive or reasoning mind. 

For Frithjof Schuon, "the mind is analogous to the Intellect insofar as it 
is a kind of intelligence, but is opposed to it by its limited, indirect, and discursive 

character."9  James Cutsinger clarifies this statement thus: 
While reason operates one step at a time, proceeding by stages from 
premises to conclusions, the Intellect goes straight to the conclusion... 
Reason conceives - that is, it holds things together. But the Intellect 
perceives. It cuts right through those things, directly apprehending their 
esoteric meaning or essence. 1°  

This type of 'direct perception' is considered today to be an impossibility, or 

categorized as just 'an opinion', for modern science has no tools with which to 

evaluate this form of perception. But, for Philip Sherrard: 
...the reason is an intermediate and mediatory power... [and] if the 
reason is to operate not merely in the name of purely subjective 
assumptions, but in the light of assumptions grounded in intelligible 
or spiritual realities that lie beyond its competence to know through 
direct experience, there must be in man an organ of conscious experience 
that transcends the reason and that is capable of knowing these realities in 
this direct manner." 

For Plato, this higher faculty was the nous, "...the intellect; and the nous 

possesses a noetic power - a power of noesis (intellection) - through which it may 

intuit the realities of the intelligible world and hence grasp those principles in the 

light of which alone any true knowledge is possible." 12  Although Plato's 

metaphysics have been included in modern writings under the heading of 

rationalism, Schuon suggests that this is unjust, "...despite the rationalistic style 

8  Huston Smith in F. Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, 1984, USA: Quest Book, 
pxiv-xv. 

Cited in James S. Cutsinger, Advice to the Serious Seeker: Meditations on the Teachings of 
Frithjof Schuon, 1997, New York: State University of New York Press, p28. 
10 Cutsinger, Advice to the Serious Seeker, p.28. 
11  Philip Sherrard; Human Image: World Image, 1992, Ipswich: Golgonooza Press, p86. 
12  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p87. 
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of his dialectic and a manner of thinking that is too geometrical..." 13  As he points 

out: 
...what puts Plato in the clearest possible opposition to rationalism properly 
so-called is his doctrine of the eye of the soul. This eye, so he teaches, lies 
buried in a slough from which it must extricate itself in order to mount to 
the vision of real things, namely the archetypes." 

For Plato, "the human soul, brought forth by the One from the world of the 

archetypes, recognizes these in their earthly reflections, and it tends by its own 

nature toward its celestial origin." 15  As Schuon explains, according to Platonic 

doctrine: 
The One projects the Spirit as the sun projects light and heat: that is to say, 
the Spirit, Nous, emanates eternally from the One and contemplates It. By this 
contemplation the Spirit actualizes in itself the world of the archetypes or ideas 
- the sum of essential or fundamental possibilities - and thereafter produces the 

animic world; the latter in its turn engenders the material world - this dead 
end where the reflections of the possibilities coagulate and combine." 

It is crucial to an understanding of Plato's philosophy to be aware of what he 

means by the Archetypes, Ideas, or Forms. Archetypes or Ideas, for Plato 
• ... are primary, while the visible objects of conventional reality are their direct 

derivatives. Platonic Forms are not conceptual abstractions that the human 
mind creates by generalizing from a class of particulars. Rather, they possess 
a quality of being, a degree of reality, that is superior to that of the concrete 
world. Platonic archetypes form the world and also stand beyond it. They 
manifest themselves within time and yet are timeless. They constitute the 
veiled essence of things. Plato taught that what is perceived as a particular 
object in the world can best be understood as a concrete expression of a 
more fundamental Idea, an archetype which gives that object its special 
structure and condition. A particular thing is what it is by virtue of the 
Idea informing it." 

Richard Tarnas considers that "...the archetype is apparent not so much to the 

limited physical senses, though these can suggest and lead the way, as to the more 

penetrating eye of the soul, the illuminated intellect. Archetypes reveal 

themselves more to the inner perception than to the outer."18  Hence the fact that 

13  Frithjof Schuon, Logic and Transcendence, 1984 (1975) London: Perennial Books, p46. 
14  Schuon, Logic and Transcendence, pp46-47. 
15  SChUOI1, Logic and Transcendence, p48. 
16  Schuon, Logic and Transcendence, pp47-48. 
17  Richard Tams, The Passion of the Western Mind: Understanding the Ideas That Have Shaped 
Our World View, 1991, New York: Ballantine, p6. 
18  Tunas, The Passion of the Western Ming p8. 
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in the modem world the level of reality of the Intellect is not clearly understood, 

for if one uses reason to try to understand the archetypes, one is doomed to 

failure. Plato considered that principial knowledge "... is nothing other than a 

'recollection', and this is a gift, most often actualized by intellectual and spiritual 

disciplines... " 19  However, as Sherrard points out: 
This attribution to man of a power of intellection that transcends our power 
of reasoning and allows us to ascend in vision to the contemplation not only 
of the origin of our own being but also of the origin of all that is, and hence 
to know the inner reality and identity of all that is, is not peculiar to Plato." 

Indeed, such an understanding of intellection - or the Intellect - is intrinsic to all 

the revealed religions, and also in the thought of Plato's successors, the 

Neoplatonists such as Plotinus. As Sherrard says, for Plotinus "...the reason is 

able to reason to any purpose only on condition that it is in contact with and is 

illuminated by nous."21  Hence, a true scientist or philosopher needs as a starting 

point a noetic awareness before they can begin any "rational discourse" - for it is 

only through contemplation that the intuitions of intelligible realities can emerge. 

Consequently, one cannot equate the Intellect with the so-called 'intelligence' 

which, in the modem Western world, is thought to be what epitomizes the 

'intellect'. This attribute, that can be measured and quantified by means of 

Intelligence Quotient (IQ) tests, in fact only really amounts to 'cleverness'. The 

Intellective faculty which the traditionalist writers speak of, and with which we 

are concerned in this thesis, is unlike rational thought, for the Intellect is not 

dependent upon information coming from 'outside'; it is a 'remembering' and not 

air 'acquisition': "Intellectual intuition is the result of an explication or unfolding 

of the substance of the Intellect itself."22  Moreover, as Seyyed Hossein Nasr says, 

"the reduction of the Intellect to reason and the limitation of intelligence to 

19  Frithjof Schuon, Roots of the Human Condition, 1991, Bloomington: World Wisdom, pvii. 
' 29  Sherrard, Human Image, World Image, p87. 

21  Sherrard, Human Image, World Image, p87. 
22  Cutsinger, Advice to the Serious Seeker, p29. 



50 

cunning and cleverness in the modern world ... caused sacred knowledge to 

become inaccessible and to some even meaningless." 23  

This Intellective faculty is often called 'the eye of the Heart', and for 
traditionalists, the 'eye of the Heart' (or, 'the eye of the soul', as it was called by 

Plato), is directly linked with God. Plato, in the Republic, (vii, 527 E), states 

that: "... in every man there is an eye of the soul which... is more precious far than 

ten thousand bodily eyes, for by it alone is truth seen." 24  And John Smith, the 

Platonist, states: "we must shut the eyes of sense, and open that brighter eye of 
our understandings, that other eye of the soul, as the philosopher calls our 
intellectual faculty, 'which indeed all have, but few make use of." 25  This other 

'eye' - leading to Heart knowledge — was still known in modern times, and poets 
such as Blake, Wordsworth, and Yeats have referred to it, sometimes calling it 

'the inward eye'. 

The symbolic language of 'the eye of the Heart', has a profound meaning, for 
physically the heart is the centre of our being - without which existence would not 
be possible - and symbolically, it represents the spiritual 'Heart', and is therefore: 

...unique and central, like the Divine Face which is its eternal vision., and 
which, being beyond all determination, is also beyond all duality. Thus the 
heart lies as if between two visions of God, one outward and indirect and 
the other turned inward and relatively direct... firstly, it is the center of the 
individual as such and represents his fundamental limitation... secondly, it is 
the center of the individual insofar as he is mysteriously connected to his 
transcendent Principle: the heart is then identified with the Intellect, with the 
Eye that sees God - and that consequently 'is' God - and by which God sees 
man.26 

Sherrard concurs with this explanation. The Intellect, he says, has: 
its seat not in the mind but in the heart. It is the heart which is the 

intellectual, or spiritual, centre of the whole psychophysical nature of 

23  Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Knowledge and the Sacred, 1981, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, p4. 
24  Plato, The Republic, (translated by Benjamin Jowett) 1968, New York: Airmont, p288. 
25  Quoted in (ed. Whitall N. Perry), A Treasury of Traditional Wisdom, 1971, Cambridge: Quinta 
Essentia, p817. 
26  Frithjof Schuon, The Eye of the Heart, 1997, (Translated from the French), Bloomington: World 
Wisdom Books, pp7-8. 
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man, and the intellectual sense... and the spiritual discernment and 
enlightenment which go with it, can only be achieved through a 
bringing of the mind itself into the heart.. 27 

This understanding of the 'eye of the Heart' is little understood in the modern 

world because it has been excised from our memory due to the imposition of the 

rationalism from which sprang modern science and technology. Because of the 

loss of this spiritual understanding, the traditionalists believe that much of 

humankind has now lost the ability to gain access to higher forms of knowledge. 

Accordingly: 
Once the eye of the heart becomes closed and the faculty of intellection, in 
its original sense, atrophied, it is not possible to gain an essential knowledge 
of man. That reflection of the intellect upon the plane of the psyche and the 
mind which is called reason can never reach the essence of man, nor for that 
matter the essence of anything else, no matter how much it concerns itself 
with experiment and observation or how far it carries out its proper function 
of division and analysis, the legitimate and rightful function of ratio.28  

Thus, 'scientific and empirical psychology' - as Kenneth Oldmeadow suggests 

above - despite its conviction that it can 'gain an essential knowledge of man', is 

sorely mistaken, for haying lost the holistic vision of tradition all it can reveal is 

the nature of things on the physical and psychic levels. 

Starting from the recognition of the Intellect as unquestioned reality then, the 

sophia perennis represents the entire worldyiew, or metaphysics, which proceeds 

from this, and involves the nature of man, God and Nature, and the relationship 

between them. The metaphysics is usually advanced within scripture and often in 

symbolic fonn. 29  The existence of the sophia perennis - the acceptance of such a 

metaphysical underpinning within a civilization - inevitably has a profound effect 

on that civilization, influencing the outlook and behaviour of its people. Looked 

at historically, however, the initial esoteric teaching, which is strongest at the time 

27  Philip Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, 1959, London: Oxford University Press, 
p140. 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islam and the Plight of Modern Man, 1975, London: Longman, p10. 
29  The Vedanta is an exception, where the sophia is given clear and unambiguous expression. 
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of the originator of a religion, tends to become diffuse over time. As we shall 

see, there are attempts to reinvigorate the original message, but these attempts are 

always counterbalanced by opposing forces which deny symbolic content and 

emphasise literal interpretation of the teachings. Since this thesis deals with the 

West, the following will be an examination of the gradual decline of the sophia in 

Christianity. 

In early Christianity, there existed a complete tradition — doctrine and mysteries 

were one. The esoteric understanding of Christ's message was contained in a 
symbolic form within the Gospels — for instance, in such sayings as: 'The 

Kingdom of God is within thee', and in the parables. However, with the adoption 

of Christianity as the official state religion by the Emperor Constantine in the 

early part of the fourth century, what became emphasized were the more exterior, 

formal aspects of the original teaching. Constantine was mainly concerned with 

the preservation of law and order, and was attempting to Christianize society into 

"...what amounted to the kingdom of God on earth conceived as a great civitas 

analogous to the kingdom of God in Heaven... " 3°  But as Sherrard points out: 
to divorce doctrine from method, Gospel from the Mysteries, is to put 

the former beyond the reach of realization, and to render it more or less 
ineffective in terms of its actual influence on, and direction of, the lives of 
individual men and women and human affairs in genera1. 31  

This change of focus represented perhaps the initial departure from the original 

purity of Christianity, for the Church became concerned more with its fixed and 

obligatory dogma at the expense of the esoteric content within Christ's teaching. 

One of the first Church fathers to move away from this deeper understanding of 

Christianity towards a more rational outlook was St. Augustine (354-430). 

Augustine considered that "... in so far as concerns the nature of man, there is in 

30 Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p116. 
31  Sherrard, The Greek Fast and the Latin West, p113. 
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him nothing better than the mind and reason." 32  Nevertheless, man still has the 

capacity for Truth: "God hath created man's mind rational and intellectual, 
whereby he may take in His Light... [so that] even truth itself may be perceived 

by the mind's eye."" But the Augustinian understanding sees the intelligence or 
the intellect as a superior mental faculty of the soul itself, which discovers and 
knows all things; it does not, therefore, correspond to the 'spiritual' Intellect. 34  

Augustine's accounts of the process whereby the soul mounts up to 
contemplation are for the most part intellectual in idea and in language... 
Western mystics commonly represent contemplation as attained to by and 
in absorption in prayer; but for Augustine it seems to have been primarily 
an intellectual process - informed, indeed, by intense religious warmth, but 
still primarily intellectual.. .and it is represented as a great effort of intellect 
and will. 35  

For Augustine, all that is possible isto "...strive ... to reach the place where the 
very light of reason is lit. For whither does every good reasoner arrive, if it be not 

to the truth?"' The soul can be illuminated from above, therefore, but remains 
separate from that Light, which, according to Sherrard, in no way becomes its 

own nature. From the Augustinian point of view: 
...there cannot be, at least during earthly life, any direct participation in, or 
intuition of, that Essence by the intellectual soul: the soul, even if, for 
Augustine, it is independent of, and superior to, the body, is yet a created 
faculty, and there cannot be any direct relationship between what is created 
and the Essence... "37  

As Sherrard continues: 
There is, in fact, very little fundamental difference between man as envisaged 
by Augustine and man as envisaged by Descartes, and the cogito ergo sum, 
implying not only the primacy of thought over all else where man is concerned, 
but also its self-sufficient nature, is, if not actually stated, at least inherent in 
the very conditions that St. Augustine lays down as governing man's life and 
determining his relationships with himself, the world, and God.38  

32  Augustine, Retractiones 
33  Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos. CXVITI, Serm.xviii,4 
34  Nevertheless, Augustine believed that the contemplative life may be started in this life, but can 
only be perfected in the next: "The active life is signified by the Apostle Peter, the contemplative 
by John. The first is wholly carried out here until the end of this world, and there finds an end; the 
last is deferred, to be completed after the end of this world, but in the world to come it hath no 
end." St. Augustine, Tract. in loan, cxxiv, 5. 
35  Dom Cuthbert Butler, Western Mysticism, 1968 (1922), New York: Barnes and Noble, pp33-34. 
36  Augustine, De vera religione liber unus. modx,72 
37  Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p144. 
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However, despite his focus on "intellectual apprehension of philosophic or 

theological truth", Augustine remained to the end "a convinced and devoted 

Platonist". 39  

As a result of the stress placed on the exoteric character of Christianity - turning it 

into a social religion - what arose was "...a philosophical form whose concepts 

were found to be more and more incompatible with those of Greek philosophy, 

and particularly with those of its more profound aspects.' 43  Instead of trying to 

reconcile Greek philosophy with Christian thought a gulf opened up between the 

ancient and the Christian worlds. As a consequence: 
...Christian thinkers would find themselves compelled either to deny outright 
all value to Greek philosophy as a whole, or to come to terms with those of its 
aspects,they could still reconcile with their own tradition, namely its more 
exterior aspects. At the same time, they would blindly attack everything in 
Greek philosophy which now went beyond the artificially confined sphere of 
their own thought, and which therefore they could not understand; and they 
would tend to view it not as a less complete revelation of that Logos of which 
the Christian tradition itself was a manifestation, which they might legitimately 
do, but rather as the product of the devi1. 41  

At this stage, Platonic thought became a rival — or even an alternative — to 

Christian thought, and in the year 529 the Emperor, Justinian, suppressed the 

teaching of Greek Platonism and closed Plato's Academy. As Sherrard states: 
The event is significant... [for] it marks the official termination of that long 
effort made by some of the greatest of early Christian thinkers to absorb the 
philosophy of ancient Greece, especially as expressed in its most metaphysical 
form in the works of Plato, into the Christian tradition.42  

Despite the fact that there was no lack of ethical ideals like goodness and charity 

in Greek philosophy, as a result of the new awareness of God's love for humanity 

brought by Christianity into the 'pagan' world, values pertaining to the way one's 

life should be led were enhanced, and 'philosophical inquiry' was seen as being of 

38  Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p145. 
39  Butler, Western Mysticism, p41. 
4°  Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p116. 

Sheffard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p115. 
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less importance. The emphasis on finding for oneself the path to God, as had 

been the case in Platonic metaphysics, gave way to a formalized solution to the 
human dilemma within Christianity, for the responsibility for spiritual progress 

was to a certain extent taken over by the Church. 

If it is true that the change of emphasis that occurred in the fourth century 
initiated a loss of wisdom (the loss of that Understanding of 'the eye of the Heart' 

— that faculty with which the sophia perennis could be understood) — then that 

loss was surely reinforced by the schism that occurred within Christianity in the 

year 105443 , when the Church split into the Eastern Orthodox and the Roman 

Church. 

Relations between Eastern and Western Christianity had always been difficult, 

first of all because of language differences between the two cultures, and the 
necessity for translations from one language to the other. However, one of the 

main reasons why Christianity split into the Eastern and Western churches was 

that the Eastern bishops refused to concede to the Pope a universal jurisdiction 

over the ancient 'sees' of the East (Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria, and 
Constantinople); and that in the eyes of the Orthodox, each of the five original 

sees or patriarchates (including Rome) was equal to any other - they were all of 

equal importance. The Orthodox regarded the Pope as having primacy but not 

supremacy, and believed Rome was mistaken in turning "...this primacy or 

'presidency of lave' into a supremacy of external power and jurisdiction. The 

Pope was considered to be "...the first bishop in the Church - but he is the first 
among equals". 44  Even today, according to Timothy Ware, the Orthodox church 

believes that: 

42  Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p111. 
43  It was in the summer of 1054 that a Bull of Excommunication was placed upon the altar of 
Sancta Sophia in Constantinople by Cardinal Humbert and two other legates of the Pope, this 
incident marking the beginning of the great schism between the Orthodox East and the Roman 
West. 
44  Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church, 1991, London: Penguin, p36. 
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... among the five Patriarchs a special place belongs to the Pope. [It] does 
not accept the doctrine of Papal authority set forth in the decrees of the 
Vatican Council of 1870 and taught today in the Roman Catholic Church; 
but at the same time Orthodoxy does not deny to the Holy and Apostolic 
See of Rome a primacy of honour, together with the right (under certain 
conditions) to hear appeals from all parts of Christendom. 45  

The introduction of the filioque into the Nicene Creed by the Romans provided a 

second bone of contention between the Greeks and the Latins. Rome decided on 

an addition to the Creed, so that after the words 'I believe.., in the Holy Spirit, the 

Lord, the Giver of Life, who proceeds from the Father...', the words 'and the Son' 

would be inserted. 46  This created great controversy, and questions arose as to 

whether within the Trinity the Holy Spirit proceeded from the Father alone, or 

from both the Father and Son. This was the question, as Sherrard maintains, upon 

which the Greeks and Latins were divided. The Greeks believed that the Holy 

Spirit proceeds from the Father alone. They argued that there is only one God 

"...and one supreme principle and cause in the Trinity."'" To alter the Creed to 

allow the Son to have the same powers as the Father was, in the eyes of the 

Greeks, an error. 

As well as believing that the filioque is theologically untrue the Greeks believe 

that: 
The Creed is the common possession of the whole Church, and a part of the 
Church has no right to tamper with it. The west, in arbitrarily altering the 
Creed without consulting the east, is guilty... of moral fratricide, of a sin 
against the unity of the Church... Not only does the filioque destroy the 
balance between the three persons of the Holy Trinity: it leads also to a 
false understanding of the work of the Spirit in the world, and so encourages 
a false doctrine of the Church." 

Added to these two major disagreements between Greeks and Latins were minor 

issues of concern including the Latins' insistence on priestly celibacy whereas the 

Greeks allowed married clergy; the Latins' use of unleavened bread in the 

45  Ware, The Orthodox Church, p35. 
46  Cited in Ware, The Orthodox Church, p58. 
47  Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p62. 
48  Ware, The Orthodox Church, pp59-60. 
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sacrament of the Eucharist whereas the Greeks used leavened bread; whilst as far 

as fasting was concerned, each side had different rules.49  

The great schism that eventually occurred was the result of centuries' old 

conflicts. As Sherrard states: 
... [the] differing representations once having developed, it was then impossible 
to reconcile them, for the simple reason that the intellectual, or spiritual, 
perspectives of the two sides were 'dogmatized' in terms which both had the 
appearance of incompatibility, and were treated as absolute by their respective 
upholders. Under such conditions, the breach in Christendom was inevitable. 50  

The conflicts came to a head when the Crusaders brought not peace but the sword 

with the taking of Constantinople. The shock of such pillage created the final 

split between Eastern and Western Christianity, and "the long-standing doctrinal 

disagreements were now reinforced on the Greek side by an intense national 

hatred, [and] by a feeling of resentment and indignation against Western 

aggression and sacrilege." 51  And, as Ware states, "Christians in the west still do 

not realize how deep is the disgust and how lasting the horror with which 

Orthodox regard actions such as the sack of Constantinople by the Crusaders." 52  

What apparently shocked the Greeks most was the wanton destruction by those 

who were themselves Christian. 

In the West, the Roman church became institutionalized, and whilst for Latin 

theological giants, such as Boethius, Johannes Scotus Erigena, St. Bonaventura, 

St. Bernard of Clairvaux, and others of similar ilk, a dichotomy between the 

sacred and the profane never occurred, for many other theologians it now 
proceeded to do so. The Eastern and Western forms of the church continued to 

draw further apart in their understanding of what constituted an authentic 

Christian life, and whilst Byzantium drew on the language and ideas of the Greek 

49  Ware, The Orthodox Church, p60. 
5°  Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p61. 
51  Ware, The Orthodox Church, p69. 
52  Ware, The Orthodox Church, p69. 
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fathers, in Western Europe this tradition was replaced by Scholasticism, whereby 

new categories of thought, new methods and new terminology were employed 
within the church. More importance began to be placed on finding out how God's 

creation worked, and His Mysteries became further hidden. This emphasis on the 

mind rather than the Heart in Western Christendom is significant, for with the 

gradual loss of the contemplative mode of devotion to God, a more active mode 
developed which eventually enabled a science to emerge in Western society 

devoid of a metaphysical underpinning, a science that would ultimately develop 

technologies that would threaten the world with annihilation. Support for this 

view is found in the fact that, while the Roman Church immersed itself more 

actively in an outward search for knowledge, the Greek Church continued to 

contemplate God's Mysteries and so remained unattracted or immune to such an 

outward-looking mentality at that time. An emphasis on the Heart leads to quite a 

different science, which we will explore in chapter 6. 

After 1000AD, cultural activity began to quicken on many fronts as a result of the 

Christian West's contact with Islam, whose culture was more advanced. (Islam 

had already harnessed the power of wind and water and invented sophisticated 

small-scale technological devices, such as a mechanized water-wheel.) 

Populations began to increase in the West, as did opportunities for trade, not only 

within but beyond the borders of the continent, and 
... contacts with neighboring Islam and Byzantine cultures became more 
frequent, cities and towns emerged along with a literate upper class, guilds 
of workmen formed, and a general rise in the desire for learning led to the 
founding of universities. The fixed world of the old feudal order was giving 
way to something new.53 

The Church's attitude at this time underwent a 'fundamental intellectual change' 

for through its contact with the Byzantine and Islamic empires it also gained 

53  Tarnas, The Passion of the Western Mind, p173. 
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access to many ancient manuscripts. A commitment to learning became of 

paramount importance, and this was the basis for the universities that emerged in 

Europe over the next two centuries. As the historian Richard Tarnas explains: 
Characteristic of this change.. .was the development of a school in early 
twelfth-century Paris at the Augustinian Abbey of St. Victor. Although 
working wholly within the tradition of monastic mysticism and Christian 
Platonism, Hugh of St. Victor proposed the radical educational thesis that 
secular learning, focussed on the reality of the natural world, constituted a 
necessary foundation for advanced religious contemplation and even 
mystical ecstasy... The purpose of the seven liberal arts - the trivium 
(grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic) and the quadrivium (arithmetic, music, 
geometry, and astronomy) - was 'to restore God's image in us'. 54  

With the translation into Latin of the works of Aristotle in the late twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries, there was a radical movement away from the philosophy of 

Plato and Augustine to Aristotelian precepts in Church-sponsored learning. 

Scholasticism, whose main exponent was St. Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274), was 

an attempt by the Church to link its medieval tradition to the new intellectual 

knowledge that was becoming available from the East. The early Christian 

fathers had developed their theologies under the influence of Plato's thought, but 

gradually these were to give way to the influence of the writings of Aristotle. 

This shift would have unprecedented consequences for the path the West would 

eventually take. What began to be lost at that time was the belief in Plato's 

"... doctrine of archetypes that justifies symbolism and confirms the primacy of 

intellectual intuition over discursive thought"." 
From the Platonic point of view, man achieves his highest purpose through 
the contemplation of, and participation in, the realities of a supraindividual 
and supernatural order, and this is only to be achieved by those who, through 
an initiatory process likened by Plato to a kind of dying and spiritual rebirth, 
surpass all individual, and natural, limitations... Plato recognizes two faculties 
in man corresponding to two orders, or modes, of knowing. The first is the 
natural and individual faculty of the reason, which achieves its knowledge by 
deducing it from the observation of sensible things, this being but a relative and 
changing knowledge; while the second is the intellect which, itself divine, is, 
through initiation, 'realized', and hence able to know in an absolute way 
through the direct intuition of the divine and supernatural realities themselves. 56  

54  Tunas, The Passion of the Western MinaL p175. 
55  BUrCkhardt, Mirror of the Intellect, p18. 
56  Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p8. 
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Aristotle's thinking deviated from the hitherto accepted epistemological principle 

by limiting the intellective faculty, replacing the interiorizing tendency with an 

exteriorization The main difference between Aristotle's philosophy and that of 

Plato, was that "where Plato had placed direct intuition of the transcendent Ideas 

as the foundation of knowledge, Aristotle now placed empiricism and logic." 57  

Thus a way of thinking developed that allowed for a "... partial or virtual 

rationalism - or rationalism in principle... "58  The change in the Platonic view of 

things introduced by Aristotle amounts to an exteriorization of thought, because 

Aristotle was unable to conceive of the existence of forms apart from their 

sensible objects. Schuon considers, therefore, that "with Aristotle, we are far 

closer to the earth, though not yet so close as to find ourselves cut off from 

heaven."59  And, according to Sherrard: 
Once, however, it was denied that the creative forms of things, their divine Ideas, 
have any objective reality apart from their existence in sensible objects 
or in the individual mind of a thinking subject, the type of spiritual 
realization envisaged by Plato, and the mode of knowledge proper to it, 
is, of course, also considered impossible. Man cannot intuit the divine 
and supernatural realities apart from their corporeal forms if they are not 
there to be intuited. 6°  

Aristotle's idea of Form was very different to that of Plato: 
Though a form is not itself a substance, as in Plato's view, every substance has 
a form, an intelligible structure, that which makes the substance what it is. 
Moreover, every substance not only possesses a form; one could say it is also 
possessed by a form, for it naturally strives to realize its inherent form. It strives 
to become a perfect specimen of its kind. Every substance seeks to actualize 
what it already is potentially. 61  

In essence, "...Aristotle realigned Plato's archetypal perspective from a 

transcendent focus to an immanent one, so it was fully directed to the physical 

world with its empirically observable patterns and processes." 62  According to 

57  Tarnas, The Passion of the Western Mind, p60. 
58  Schuon, Logic and Transcendence, p49. 

SChU011, Logic and Transcendence, p48. 
60 Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, pp8-9. 
61  Tunas, The Passion of the Western Ming p58. 
62 Tama  , S The Passion of the Western Ming p61. 



61 

Schuon, "Aristotelianism is a kind of exteriorization of Platonism, that is to say of 

the doctrine represented by the line Pythagoras-Socrates-Plato-Plotinus." 63  

Like Augustine, Aquinas believed that "...the intellect cannot derive its 
knowledge from a direct intuition of the forms, or essences, of things as they exist 

in God."64  He considered that the human being was a tabula rasa — it derives 

knowledge from sensible objects — and cannot intuit or apprehend spiritual 

realities, for although the intellect is the highest faculty a human-being possesses, 

it is 'physical and created'. The Divine could be known in only three ways, 

according to Aquinas, and these were: "...by reason, by revelation, and by 

intuition of things previously known only by revelation. Of the third way, 

however, he says almost nothing: ,,65  Bertrand Russell believes that the reason 

for this is because "...Aquinas's temperament is ratiocinative rather than 

mystical"66, and this is borne out by Aquinas's definition of the intellect, which is 

no more than 
... a kind of extension of the discursive reason: intellect and reason describe 
one and the same power. There is no intellectual power in man distinct from 
his reason, and the mode of knowledge proper to man is reasoning or discursive 
knowledge. Man is a reasoning being by definition: the form of man is his 
rational soul, and every act in conformity to the reason is good, while every act 
which is contrary to the reason is evil. The intellect is nothing but the reason 
itself in so far as it participates in the simplicity of the knowledge reached by 
the reason proceeding from one object of knowledge to another, from one 
abstraction to another... 67  

Aquinas had a great influence on Western thought. His extraordinary impact lay 

in his conviction "...that the judicious exercise of man's empirical and rational 

intelligence, which had been developed and empowered by the Greeks, could now 

marvellously serve the Christian cause... An understanding of Aristotle 

paradoxically allowed theology to become more fully 'Christian' ...Rational 

63  Frithjof Schuon, Stations of Wisdom, 1995, Bloomington: World Wisdom Books, p33, n19. 
64  Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p146. 
65  Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy, 1961, London: Unwin, p451. 
66 Russell, A History of Western Philosophy, p451. 
67  Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p149. 
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philosophy and the scientific study of nature could enrich theology and faith itself 

while being fulfilled by them.”69  

The consequences of incorporating Aristotle's rather than Plato's philosophy into 

the Church's theology, has had grave consequences for the West. The emphasis 

placed on reason and discursive thought allowed the 'eye of the Heart' — 
intellective intuition — to become lost, with the result that there was no longer 

access to that higher world of the transcendent. Although there were efforts by 

people such as Meister Eckhart (1260-1328) to revivify the original teachings, and 

show that a different way of knowing God was possible - "God is above all a 

reality to be experienced from within" 70  - by and large these met with a hostile 

reception by the Church. Nevertheless, Eckhart had realized 
that the question of God is at the same time a question about Man. 

I cannot know God unless I know myself. Religion has its origin 
and its meaning in the human heart. Therefore, when the outward forms 
cease to satisfy, it is only by returning to the human heart that we can resolve 
the crisis. The sublime and glorious reality which we call 'God', is to be 
sought first and foremost in the human heart. 71  

Eckhart's teachings, while endearing him to a great number of people, were not in 

accordance with the strict theology of the Church. His popularity brought him 

under their closer scrutiny, and he was eventually brought to trial in 1325, 

accused of heresy. In 1328, whilst lingering in prison awaiting the decision of the 

Church authorities who were examining his 'heretical' statements, he died. 

That a movement towards change was needed in order to overcome the inertia of 

the 'dark ages' that had held Western Christian civilization captive for so long is 
not in dispute. But with such a move came the loss of contact with the Divine, 

which had hitherto been recognized as being of prime importance. A balance 

could have been struck allowing reason to be informed by the intuitive Intellect 

68  Sherrard, The Greek East and the Latin West, p149. 
69  Tunas, The Passion of the Western Mind, pp 188- 189. 
79  Cyprian Smith, The Way of Paradox: Spiritual Life as Taught by Meister Eckhart, 1987, 
London: Darton, Longman & Todd, p6. 
71  Smith, The Way of Paradox, p4. 
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which would have prevented the development of the 'rationalism' that eventually 

'claimed' the mindsets of 'men of learning' at that time, but this was not to be the 

case. 

It is important to point out, at this stage, that the position held.by  some who are 

most concerned with the environmental crisis is that Aristotle was correct in 

grounding reality in the material world, and that any philosophy, such as Plato's - 

which tends to deflect primary concern away from this world - is wrong, for it is 

argued that concentration on other than the physical world is what has led the 

West to neglect and abuse it in the first place. Val Plumwood, for example, is 

critical of Plato's philosophy, and suggests that his writing illustrates a contempt 

for nature.72  She asks: "where does the remarkable set of values enshrined in the 

Platonic system of thought come from? Why is reason developed in oppositional 

ways as hostile to nature? The attractions of choosing the shadowy, abstract 

world of the Forms over the living world of experience are not immediately 

obvious." 73  Plumwood sees Plato as hostile to life, this, she considers, being 

illustrated in the Phaedo where "Plato characterises philosophy as the study of 

death". 74  She maintains that "...there are further important and less often noticed 

respects in which Plato's philosophy is a philosophy of death, both in the sense 

that death plays a central role in that philosophy and that his is a philosophy 

framed in opposition to life, one denying the value of life." 75  Plumwood argues 

that: 
Death... expresses the opposition of the human essence to the contrasting 
order of nature. It teaches us that as natural beings we die, and that only as 
rational, cultural beings in opposition to nature... do we live. This account of 
death is of course no longer plausible for modernity: the other world beyond the 
earth has vanished as the source of significance and continuity for human life. 76  

72  Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, 1993, London: Routledge, p94. 
73  Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, p97. 
74  Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, p97:  
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76  Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, p101. 
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In taking Plato's words in a literal sense, Plumwood fails to appreciate their 

symbolic content: that the 'death' in question is not the final death of a person but 

a death to the attractions of the physical world which prevent human beings from 

being aware of what lies on a higher level. Plato was not suggesting that the 

physical world had no value, that it should be treated with contempt; or that death 

was preferable to life, and to suggest such is to view his writings from a 

'modernist' outlook that no longer understands or values symbolism, or the 

mysteries that lie inherent in the metaphysical teachings of the world. 

Since Aristotle was less clear about the reality of universals independent of 

particular forms - thus seeming to demonstrate a more earth-based philosophy - he 

has, for some, come to represent a possible support for an environmental ethic. 

For example, in Ecology, Policy and Politics, John O'Neill bases such support on 

Aristotle's elaboration of the good life. The good life extends beyond the 

accumulation of wealth. O'Neill points out that there is an "... Aristotelean 

distinction between living and living well.., in which individuals see their good as 

not simply in terms of wealth, power and status, but also in terms of the 

realization of excellences that define such practices. A good society is one in 

which the well-being of its members are best realized." 77  O'Neill takes the view 

that science will allow us to extend our powers of perception in order to increase 

human well-being, and rejects claims by Jonathon Porritt who states that: "science 

is simply not geared up to cope with the priority problems of humanity."78  For 

Porritt, it is precisely the rise of modern science and its technology, and the 

resultant industrial 'technocrats', that have "... ensured that the principal measure 

of civilization should be technological progress rather than wisdom, compassion 

or mutual cooperation." 79  

77  John O'Neill, Ecology, Policy and Politics, 1993, London: Routledge, p179. 
78  Cited in O'Neill, Ecology, Policy and Politics, pl 52. 
79  Jonathon Porritt, Seeing Green: The Politics of Ecology Explained, 1984, Oxford: Blackwell, -  
p50. 
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Nevertheless, O'Neill is right to point out the merits of extending our interest in 

the world in order to see the value of what may not have been seen before. 8°  
However, relying on science to provide that greater knowledge or understanding 

is to ignore the built-in limitations of the scientific method, and it is to overlook 

the greater capacity for understanding residing in a non-rational mode - something 

which Plato, more than Aristotle, clearly enunciated. The idea that aspiration 

toward the Divine rather than concentrating on the wellbeing of the physical 

world has led us to neglect or abuse that world is perhaps an understandable 

position, but is a fallacy nonetheless, for a leaning toward the knowledge of the 

'Heart' leads to a more contemplative, less active approach to nature, and a 

recognition of its sacred aspect. In this way the world is taken care of because 

society holds a more holistic perspective. Alternatively, its reverse — the over-

extension of reason and an outward-looking mentality — is itself implicated in the 

historical pattern of abuse. There is no obvious connection between a greater 
understanding of the workings of the world and an increasing desire to care for it. 

Stated succinctly, the sophia perennis lends sanctity to the Earth, whereas reason 

and humanism inevitably lead more to the Earth's destruction, simply because an 

overly-active mind combined with an 'Earth-centred' materialism means that 

emphasis must always be placed on the use of the Earth for human benefit. 

In an attempt to adapt this more humanistic, more rational outlook, there 

began a steady movement away from a vision of Plato's greater reality. Inevitably 

over time the transcendent world came to look increasingly blurred and less 

interesting as European man re-focussed his vision. The human world, by 

contrast, began to stand out clear and‘sharp - a world, in its more earthly form, 
seemingly undiscovered until then. 

80 O'Neill, Ecology, Policy and Politics, p81. 
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It was William of Ockham (1285-1349) who was to eventually seal Plato's fate in 

Scholastic thought. As Tunas states: 
The central principle of Ocicham's thought, and the most consequential, was 
his denial of the reality of universals outside of the human mind and human 
language. Driving Aristotle's stress on the ontological primacy of concrete 
particulars over Platonic Forms to its logical extreme, Ockham argued that 
nothing existed except individual beings, that only concrete experience could 
serve as a basis for knowledge, and that universals existed not as entities external 
to the mind but only as mental concepts. In the last analysis, what was real was 
the particular thing outside the mind, not the mind's concept of that thing. 81  

Ocicham, therefore, "...gave new force and vitality to the philosophical position of 

nominalism... which held that universals were only names or mental concepts and 

not real entities." 82  He, thereby, paved the way for the later emergence of 

Cartesianism, for nominalism played a major role in the evolution of Western 

thought, in effect severing the link between philosophy and theology. His 

conviction that belief in God must be distinguished from a belief in empirical 

reality "... left no bridge between human reason and divine revelation, between 

what man knows and what he believes." 83  As Tunas points out: 
Significantly, as the alliance of nominalism and empiricism represented 
in Ocicham's ideas spread through the universities in the fourteenth century 
(despite papal censure)... [the] traditional Scholastic enterprise, committed 
to joining faith with reason, was coming to an end.' 

By the late Middle Ages, not only was a loss in the understanding of symbolism 

occurring because of the movement towards Aristotelian rather than Platonic 
thinking, but a rationalistic tendency had developed in the intellectual centres of 

western Europe. With the loss of the understanding of symbolism, much of 

humankind lost contact with a higher form of knowledge — that of the 

transcendent. Although, as Nasr states, an understanding of the symbolic sciences 

was not completely erased, 
...the center of the intellectual arena of western Europe became ever more 
occupied by a type of thought which was impervious and even blind to the 
language of symbolism. This type of thought helped destroy further the 
influence of symbolic modes of thought while the type of mentality which 

81  Tams, The Passion of the Western Mind, p202. 
82  Tunas, The Passion of the Western Mind, p202. 
83  Tunas, The Passion of the Western Mind, p207. 
84  Tunas, The Passion of the Western Mind, p207 
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was blind to the symbolic significance of nature as well as Scripture in turn 
only helped to strengthen nominalism and rationalism and make possible their 
victory. Soon, symbols became reduced to signs and facts; both the book of 
nature and the book of revelation became opaque and reduced to their literal 
and external level of meaning." 

By this time, scholars had become fascinated with the use of analytical reason to 

examine and defend articles of faith. This change in the way of thinking was 

contrary to earlier Scholastic aims, which had endeavoured to join faith to reason, 

reason being subordinate to faith. Reason now began to take on a new look, for it 

now signified not only logic but also empirical observation and experiment. As 

Schuon explains, because of the shift to Aristotelian thinking, a 'Pandora's box' 

was being opened. By deviating from Platonic thought - replacing the 

interiorizing tendency with its inverse - this would, and did, eventually lead the 

way to "...scientism coupled with sensationalism". 86  

There was a massive psychological shift in the European character at this time, for 

the concentration on reason was also instrumental in bringing about a change in 

the image people held of themselves: "marked by individualism, secularity, 

strength of will, multiplicity of interest and impulse, creative innovation, and a 
willingness to defy traditional limitations on human activity, this spirit soon began 

to spread across Europe, providing the lineaments of the modern character." 87  

Personal genius was given new value: 
The medieval Christian ideal in which personal identity was largely absorbed 
in the collective Christian body of souls faded in favor of the more pagan heroic 
mode - the individual man as adventurer, genius, and rebel. Realization of 
the protean self was best achieved not through saintly withdrawal from the 
world but through a life of strenuous action in the service of the city-state, in 
scholarly and artistic activity, in commercial enterprise and social intercourse. 88  

Thus, the contemplative philosophy of the medieval age gradually gave way to 

one of action. Within a very short time: 

85  Seyyed Hossein Nasr, 'Islamic Science and Western Science - Common Heritage, Diverse 
Destinies', in (eds S.H. Nasr and K. O'Brien) In Quest of the Sacred: The Modern World in the 
Light of Tradition, 1994, Oakton, VA: The Foundation for Traditional Studies, pp167-168. 
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Leonardo, Michelangelo, and Raphael produced their masterworks, 
Columbus discovered the New World, Luther rebelled against the Catholic 
Church and began the Reformation, and Copernicus hypothesized a 
heliocentric universe and commenced the Scientific Revolution. Compared 
with his medieval predecessors, Renaissance man appeared to have suddenly 
vaulted into virtually superhuman status. 89  

Although the Renaissance has a historical date of the sixteenth century, Rene 

Guenon suggests that the modern period can be dated at least two centuries earlier 

than is usual with historians, when a new decadence emerged in the West. The 

Renaissance and the Reformation were, in Guenon's opinion, the results of the 

disequilibrium that society experienced at that time, together with Western 

civilization's formation into nations. 90  He considered that: 
... the Renaissance was in reality... not a re-birth but the death of many things; 
on the pretext of being a return to the Graeco-Roman civilization, it took over 
only the most outward part of it, since this was the only part which could be 
expressed clearly in written texts; and in any case, this incomplete restoration 
was bound to have a very artificial character, as it meant a re-establishment 
of forms whose real life had gone out of them centuries before. 91  

Thus, the Renaissance, with its incomplete return to the classical civilization was, 

in fact, a turning point that would change forever the path of Western civilization, 

for it brought with it a secular 'humanism' which sought "... to reduce everything 

to purely human proportions, to eliminate every principle of a higher order, and, 

one might say symbolically, to turn away from the heavens under pretext of 

conquering the earth."92  Commercial enterprises had taken European man to 

distant countries, and he had returned with riches from his expeditions. Artistic 

endeavour created works of art that adorned the Vatican and many of the 

wealthier households in Europe. Human life began to take on great value, as 

" Tams, The Passion of the Western Mind, p224. 
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people realized that a concentration on the present life, rather than the afterlife, 

could bring rich rewards. However, the time in which the Renaissance was born 

was one of great upheaval in Europe, for the plague had wiped out a third of its 

people, the one hundred year war between England and France continued, and 

there had been serious economic depression. The Church was involved in 

ecclesiastical conspiracies, the Inquisition, tortures and burnings at the stake, so 

that "...the Church itself, the West's fundamental cultural institution, seemed to 

many the very center of decadent corruption, its structure and purpose devoid of 

spiritual integrity."93  

To finance the building of cathedrals, hospitals and the Crusades, the Church sold 

indulgences. Although these had been devised originally as a penalty for sins in 

this life, by the time of Martin Luther (1483-1546) they were being sold by the 

Church with the promise that salvation could come to sinners in the afterlife, to 

the extent that, in some cases, such payments would give the donor release from 

purgatory. The selling of indulgences was seen as corrupt by Luther, but beyond 

the matter of indulgences lay far deeper reasons for the Protestant revolution. The 

Reformation was "...a complex and many-sided movement, and owed its success 

to a variety of causes... "94 , not least was it "...a reaction against the Hellenic (and 

Roman) impulse of Renaissance culture, of Scholastic philosophy, and of much 

postapostolic -Christianity in general." 95  Concerned with the corruption he saw 

all around him, Luther sought for some evidence of God's gracious redemption, 

for he failed to find it within himself, his works, or within the Church - either in 

its sacraments, its ecclesiastical hierarchy, or in its papal indulgences. He believed 

that it was the whole individual who was corrupt, and that particular sins were 

symptoms of a more fundamental human sickness. Consequently, an individual 

would not find redemption through good works, penance or indulgences, but only 

through "...faith in God's redeeming power as revealed through Christ in the 

93  Tunas, The Passion of the Western Mind, p225. 
94  Russell, A History of Western Philosophy, p19. 
95  Tarnas, The Passion of the Western Mind, p234. 
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Bible." 96  The only source of theological knowledge now lay in the literal 

translation of the Bible, and "all the accretions brought into Christianity by the • 

Roman Church that were not found in the New Testament were now solemnly 

questioned, criticized, and often expelled altogether by the Protestants." 97  Hence, 

whilst its essential character was religious, the effect of the Reformation on 

Western society was to further increase the standing of the 'critical' faculty of 

reason. 

The Reformation not only destroyed the Church's ambition of asserting a Europe-

wide authority, it also encouraged nationalistic tendencies by creating an 

individualism of character in the minds of Western society. Instead of looking to 

the Church for validity and for direction in their lives, people started to look to 

themselves. Humanity found that it could 'progress' by its own secular efforts in 

the physical world, and the old unity found in earlier Western Christendom was 

replaced by an aggressive competitive spirit as separate nations started to form in 

Europe. Power was transferred from the Church to the State, and there was 

profound chaos in the Western mind as wars of religion broke out between 

individual sects and denominations. Into this chaos came the Copernican 

revolution to challenge the old Ptolemaic order. For well over a thousand years 

the Church had made use of the cosmological system of Ptolemy (second century 

AD) - which more or less explained the retrograde motions of some of the planets 

- as a support for the subjective awareness of a stationary earth around which the 

heavenly bodies moved. 

Nicholas Copernicas (1473-1543) dethroned the Earth from the centre of the 

universe with his heliocentric model, by providing evidence for a theory that the 

earth moved around the sun, rather than the sun around the earth. The 

transformation of cosmology that occurred when it became obvious that the 

Ptolemaic conception of the universe was no longer valid was part of a far greater 

96  Tunas, The Passion of the Western Mind, p234. 
97  Tunas, The Passion of the Western Mind, p236. 
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transformation of thought. The Copernican revolution not only spelled disaster 

for the cosmology of Scholasticism, which "...assumed a living world executed 

and guided by God for man's benefit."98  It threatened, in turn, the medieval view 

of the soul or mind, which itself functioned in a 'vertical dimension' - towards the 

Divine - and was, therefore, capable of higher levels of knowledge, or wisdom. 

The loss of such an understanding brought about by the break with tradition 

caused a great impoverishment of the human mind in the Christian West. The 

primary function of medieval knowledge had been "... to rationalize sense 

experience in harmony with revealed religion. In contrast the new way was 

empirical. What is true is what is found by scientific inquiry to be true. Ultimate 

authority resides in observation and experiment rather than tradition."99  As 

Tunas points out, modern science effectively 
...cleansed the universe of all those human and spiritual properties 
previously projected upon it. The world was now neutral, opaque, and 
material, and therefore no dialogue with nature was possible... Only the 
impersonal employment of man's critical and empirically based rational 
intellect could attain an objective understanding of nature... In the context 
of scientific justification, of ascertaining the truth value of any hypothesis, 
only empirical evidence and rational analysis could be considered legitimate 
epistemological bases, and in the wake of the Scientific Revolution these 
modes dominated the scientific enterprise. The too flexible, syncretistic, 
and mystical epistemologies of the classical period, and their elaborate 
metaphysical consequences, were now repudiated. im  

The introduction of Copernican ideas meant that, although the universe may have 

been created by God, the earth no longer seemed the focus of that Creation, and 

this implied that "... man might not have such a special place in Creation after 

all." 1°1  As Willis Hannan suggests, a transfer of focus from Heaven to Earth 

became predominant, as Scholasticism was incessantly challenged by Copernican 

science. This focus on the Earth rather than Heaven meant that humankind began 

to look more intently at Nature, and as Huston Smith says: -  "the rage to know 

God's handiwork was rivaling the rage to know God himself... The consequence, 

98  Willis Harman, Global Mind Change, 1988, Indianapolis: Knowledge Systems, p7. 
" Harman, Global Mind Change, p5. 

Tanias, The Passion of the Western Mind, pp296-7. 
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as we know, was modern science." 1°2  Although God was not entirely eclipsed He 

was eased towards the periphery: "God stood behind nature as its creator, but it 

was through nature that his ways and will were to be Imown." 103  

Thus, the usual view of the Renaissance - especially the view of modern science 

that followed it - is one of Europe re-emerging from a long period of somewhat 

primitive, superstitious, almost pre-rational thought that had held it in check, into 

an age of wisdom and progress. This view often posits a glorious classical age of 

reason and common sense that, almost forgotten for long centuries - miraculously 

preserved by Islam during that time - was able to come to light and in turn 

brighten the last few centuries of European culture and create a fully capable 
rational humanity that had left behind much of its limited viewpoint. However, it 

is important to point out once again that the rise of reason and empiricism did not 

just represent a subtle change in emphasis from a more contemplative to a more 

outward looking consciousness, or the adoption of new beliefs alongside older 

ones. From the point of view of the traditionalists, it represented a profound 

alteration in the entire conception of reality, brought about by a change in the 

mode of consciousness itself. The adoption of new beliefs did mean the 

overthrow of other beliefs, but the very change in belief reflected the adoption of 

a new thinking altogether. It represented the adoption of reason, coupled with 

empiricism, as the paramount faculty by which knowledge is gained. To the 
traditionalists, it was like shutting the door to Heaven, and once shut, one could 

only turn toward the Earth. This is a significant point, because the history of this 

era has been written by those who have inherited the legacy of rationality, and 

therefore would have failed to see what had occurred. 

1°I  Harman, Global Mind Change, p8. 
102  Huston Smith, Beyond the Post Modern Mind 1996, New York: Crossroads Publishing, p6. 
103  Smith, Beyond the Post Modern Mind p6. 
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Seen from the standpoint of the traditionalists, the Renaissance, rather than 

representing an evolution of thought, actually represented its reverse. For instead 

of the development of the use of reason being indicative of a profounder wisdom, 

the pre-eminence of reason in the form of rationalism is seen as not only 

detrimental but more importantly as something that obscures a greater loss, the 

loss of the operation of that other faculty — intellective intuition (Intellectus). As 

Nasr states, "rationalism does not mean simply the use of reason, but the exclusive 

use of reason independent of both intellection and revelation and the 

consideration of reason as the highest and exclusive authority for the attainment 

of truth."1°4  Rene Guenon adds that: 
Rationalism.., is essentially defined by a belief in the supremacy of reason, 
proclaimed as a real 'dogma', and implying the denial of everything that is 
of a supra-individual order, notably of pure intellectual intuition, and this 
carries with it logically the exclusion of all true metaphysical knowledge. 1°5  

But, as Guenon warns: 
... rationalism, being the denial of every principle superior to reason, 

brings with it as a 'practical' consequence ... reason blinded, so to speak, 
by the very fact that it has been isolated from the pure and transcendent 
intellect, of which, normally and legitimately, it can only reflect the light 
in the individual domain. As soon as it has lost all effective communication 
with the supra-individual intellect reason cannot but tend more and more 
towards the lowest level, towards the inferior pole of existence, plunging ever 
more deeply into 'materiality'; as this tendency grows, it gradually loses hold 
of the very idea of truth, and arrives at the point of seeking no goal other than 
that of making things as easy as possible for its own limited comprehension, 
and in this it finds an immediate satisfaction in the very fact that its own 
downward tendency leads it in the direction of the simplification and 
uniformization of all things... and its ever more rapid descent cannot fail to 
lead at last to what has been called the 'reign of quantity'. I°6  

Reason, isolated as it had become from the 'pure and transcendent Intellect', truly 

became rationalism at the time of Descartes (1596-1650). Descartes identified 

the faculty by which we know anything at all with the reason, by first doubting 

everything then, beginning with the subjective perception of thought as evidence 

104  Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Religion and the Order of Nature, 1996, New York: Oxford University 
Press, p170, (my italics). 
105  Rene Guenon, The Reign of Quantity and the Signs of the Times, 1995 (1945), New York: 
Sophia Perennis et Universalis, p111. 
106 Guenon, The Reign of Quantity and the Signs of the Times, pp116-117. 
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of existence, proceeding to systematically reconstruct 'all' of reality using only 

deductive reasoning. Because, for Descartes, man knows himself primarily as a 

thinking being - cogito ergo sum 107  ; "I think, therefore I am" - the human being, 

having always comprised body, soul, and spirit (Intellectus), became truncated, 

reduced to just body and soul (matter and mind). Further to this, Descartes 

viewed the soul (res cogitans) as detached and separate from the body (res 

extensa). When applied to the world, this radical dualism meant a conception of 

nature as completely distinct from, and outside the realm of mind - a way of 

thinking that came to permeate the scientific worldview, with consequences well 

beyond those envisaged by Descartes. The modern rationalistic mind, denied 

recourse to a transcendent realm, turned toward the material world as the only 

alternative, and hence matter became, paradoxically, all important. 

Descartes shared the view of Francis Bacon (1561-1626) - of whom we shall hear 

more in the following chapter - that the material universe was a machine, and that 

there was no spirituality in matter. The Cartesian split between mind and matter 

has had profound consequences for the West. As John Ralston Saul says, 

"Descartes... remains the demi-god of rational thought. His Discourse on Method 

formalized an astonishing view of reason.. .His celebrated exploration of doubt 

gradually showed itself to be a conservative force which prevented sensible 

arguments for change from passing the impossible tests of rational truth." 108  

Cardinal Richelieu, a contemporary of Descartes, went on "...to build 

permanently into the first real modern state and into its methods all of Descartes' 

deductive ideas. One could even argUe that it is Descartes who is in debt to 

Richelieu and not the contrary." 1°9  Descartes' ideas took hold in many ways; for 

example, Saul cites the way in which Richelieu promoted a 'Rational 

Reorganization of Government, and "the degree to which he was creating our 

future can be seen in such details as his restructuring of the educational system in 

1°7  Descartes, Discourse on Method and the Meditations, (translated by F.E. Sutcliffe), 1980, 
Hannondsworth: Penguin, p53. 
108  John Ralston Saul, Voltaire's Bastards, 1993, Canada: Penguin, pp48-49, 
109 Saul, Voltaire's Bas-tards, p49. 
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order to produce more graduates in the scientific, practical professions and fewer 

in the general arts." 1°  

However, there were those who held grave doubts about the application of 

Cartesian thought. The Italian philosopher, Giambattista Vico (1668-1744), was 

one who warned of the pitfalls of such a philosophy. Vico was concerned about 

the new methods of analysis, since they were devoid of an intuitive (or 

imaginative) element. He "...sensed what would happen after the anchors of the 

old system had finally been cut away — technocracy would reign in a curious 

coalition with almost animal emotion". 11 I  According to Leon Pompa, Vico held 
... a profoundly pessimistic view of human nature. Human achievements 
were the result of the historical development of society, and were largely 
communal in character. Human vices, however, were always the property 
of each individual person. They could be held in check only while the 
individual lived in fear of the pressures society could bring to bear against 
him and the retribution it could deal out." 112  

Consequently, Vico feared that barbarism would be the eventual outcome of a 

materialist ideology, in which human beings were servants of a science 

uninformed by religious concepts. As soon as humankind started to believe that 

the order of existence was not created by God, the methods by which society had 

regulated the conduct of people would be threatened. An individual: 
... would see no reason why he should accept socially approved standards 
of conduct and morality, or why he should not indulge all his own 
self-centred vices. So, at the very moment when men appeared capable of 
setting up the perfectly organised society, one based upon reason and not 
imagination, man's vices would reassert themselves and begin to undermine 
his socially conditioned behaviour. This would reveal itself first of all in 
demands for increasingly democratic social, economic and political conditions 
and institutions, then in a demand for increasingly permissive forms of social 

• behaviour and morality until finally the very notion of morality, of right and 
wrong, would disappear. Then there would be nothing left to force people to 
regulate their conduct and inhibit their anti-social desires. Sooner or later 
there would be some sort of enormous civil war and all man's social and 
cultural achievements would be destroyed. 113 

It°  Saul, Voltaire's Bastards, p49. 
111  Saul, Voltaire's Bastards, p54. 
112  Leon Pompa, Vico's Theory of the Causes of Historical Change, 1971, Tunbridge Wells: 
Institute of Cultural Research, p15. 
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There is evidence that many of Vico's concerns have become reality. The 

violence of the twentieth century is unprecedented in its intensity and 

destructiveness. One cannot place the blame at the feet of modern technology, 

arguing that it is due to its development of sophisticated lethal weapons that has 

allowed society to become violent. Rather, it is something missing in humankind 

that has resulted in the violence, and the technology has been the means by which 

we have demonstrated the greater part of that violence. As Saul states: 
... Western society is without belief for the first time since the decline of 
active devotion in the official religion of the Roman Empire. Our situation 
is unprecedented. There is no example in the last two thousand years of any 
civilization surviving without belief for even fifty years ... Western man has 
never been so divorced from all sense of himself as an integral part of the 
physical earth... As an immediate result we have been overcome by frenetic, 
narrowly focused beliefs. 114  

With the rise of modern science, 'the eye of the Heart' - the Intellect - became all 

but forgotten as Western man strove towards his humanistic and technological 
future. The change did not happen suddenly, and while it was evolving there was 

often, on the part of those espousing the new beliefs, an endorsement of the older 

belief system. It is interesting to note that, according to Bernhard Bavink, those 

making the great discoveries in the seventeenth century — such as Galileo, Kepler, 

Descartes and Newton — were deeply religious men. In the philosophy of 

Descartes both mind and matter were the creation of God. 115  And Galileo, 

Kepler, and Newton were all convinced that their research was in keeping with 

the tenets of their religion, and that their investigations "... were nothing other 

Pompa, Vico's Theory of the Causes of Historical Change, p 15. 
114  Pompa, Vico's Theory of the Causes of Historical Change, p15 
114  Saul, Voltaire 's Bastards, p452. 
115 Although the existence of God was implicit in Descartes' scientific philosophy, "...in 
subsequent centuries scientists omitted any explicit reference to God and developed their theories 
according to the Cartesian division, the humanities concentrating on the res cogi tans and the 
natural sciences on the res extensa." (Fritjof Capra, The Turning Point, 1983, London: Fontana, 
P45). 
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than the discovery of God's works and a tribute to His glory." 116  All of these men 

were convinced of the integrity of their work, and as Bavink states, none of them 

would ever have imagined that 
... their discoveries would end in an intellectual movement which would 
turn European culture, during a period of three hundred years, increasingly 
away from faith in God, and from all that goes with such faith; and that 
finally this movement would end in simple and unconcealed atheism and 
materialism. 117  

With the atrophy of the 'eye of the Heart', the modem West has pursued a path 

that has led the world to the ecological predicament it now faces, making vain 

attempts to solve it with the same rationality that was instrumental in creating the 

problem in the first place. For, as Nasr suggests: 
... although science is legitimate in itself, the role and function of [modem 
Western] science and its application have become illegitimate and even 
dangerous because of the lack of a higher form of knowledge into which 
science could be integrated and the destruction of the sacred and spiritual 
value of nature. 118  

According to Schumacher, "...anyone wedded to the materialistic scientism of the 

modern age... has no belief in anything higher than man, and he sees in man 

nothing but a relatively highly evolved animal." 119  Consequently: 
He insists that truth can be discovered only by means of the brain, 
which is situated in the head and not in the heart. All this means that 
'understanding with one's heart' is to him a meaningless collection of words 
[and] he believes that life, consciousness and self-awareness are nothing 
but manifestations of complex arrangements of inanimate particles - a 
'faith' which makes it perfectly rational for him to place exclusive reliance 
on the bodily senses, to 'stay in the head', and to reject any interference from 
the 'powers' situated in the heart. For him... higher levels of reality ,  simply 
do not exist, because his faith excludes the possibility of their existence. He 
is like a man who, although in possession of a radio receiver, refuses to use it 
because he has made up his mind that nothing but atmospheric noises can be 
obtained from it. 120  

Because the modern scientist is unable to impose upon the metaphysical world 

methods and procedures that characterise modern science - "... such as statistical 

116  Bernhard Bavink, Science and God, 1933, London: Bell & Sons, pl. 
117  Bavink, Science and God, pp1-2. 
118  Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Man and Nature, 1990 (1968), London: Unwin Hyman, p14. 
119  Schumacher, A Guide for the Perplexed, p56. 
120 Schumacher, A Guide for the Perplexed, p.56. 
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analysis, controlled experimentation, computer modeling, and peer review... " 121  - 

the existence of such a world is denied. As Schuon says: 
The classical error of rationalists in regard to metaphysical proofs is to 
believe that the metaphysician presents his thesis as the result of the 
arguments he presents, and that this thesis is therefore no more than a 
simple conclusion which will collapse as soon as the weaknesses they 
strive ingeniously to discover are pointed out. 122  

However, metaphysical knowledge is not available by way of induction and 

empiricism in the way that knowledge using modern science is obtained. It is a 

different order of knowledge, accessed by a different form of consciousness. 

Once science had established its epistemology, a metaphysical world that could 

not be quantified must be declared invalid. But although its non-validity only 

exists within the narrow confines of such an epistemology, this is often lost sight 

of - science often tends to believe that its methods are the only valid ones and can, 

therefore, be guilty of a dogmatism' equal to any religious fundamentalism. It is 

because of this tendency toward dogma that traditionalists have labelled modern 

science 'scientism', reserving the term 'science' for the far older and more 

comprehensive system of knowledge that incorporates the physical sciences 

within a framework of a greater reality. 

Moreover, as Sherrard points out, the necessity for modern scientists to immerse 

themselves totally in their work in order to be seen as proficient and 'expert' in 

their field, tends to blunt the capacity to enter the realm of metaphysics or 

philosophy: 
Scientists themselves are protected against becoming aware of this because 
they have ensconced themselves within the departmental structure of modern 
schools and universities where, unmolested by any concern for values, rights 
and meanings, they are free to build the New World of which they - along with 
their clients, the corporate industrialists and the big-businessmen -,are the 
self-elected ruling class. 124  

121  Paul R. Ehrlich and Anne H. Ehrlich, Betrayal of Science and Reason, 1996, Washington D.C.: 
Island Press, p25. 
122  SC1111011, The Eye of the Heart, p42. 
123  The words 'dogmatism' and 'dogma' are used here in their secular, and not spiritual, sense, i.e. 
in the meaning of an authoritative, arrogant assertion, rather than one proclaimed true by spiritual 
traditions. 
124  Philip Sherrard, The Rape of Man and Nature, 1991 (1987) Ipswich: Golgonooza Press, p12. 
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The progress of those people concerned with a career in science from school 
through to university allows little opportunity for devotion "... to the pursuit of an 

entirely different order of knowledge, that precisely which pertains to the world of 

ideas - or metaphysical and philosophical principles." 125  Consequently, as the 

traditionalists suggest, in time the faculty by which a person can avail his or 

herself of the world of ideas atrophies. Martin Lings considers that modem 

science, only believing in the reality of a material world, is not even aware of 

what it has lost, for it has capitulated to the opposite of truth. He states that 

"...instead of being bent on regaining what was lost, the loser has come to believe 

that he has suffered no loss whatsoever, and that mankind, having evolved from 

next to nothing, is now better than it has ever been. 1,126 Henceforth, there may be 

little understanding of any values, rights or meanings apart from those that will 

promote the scientific quest for so-called 'truth'. That the quest, once undertaken 

and devoid of a spiritual underpinning, may lead to devastating consequences for 

the planet and its people, is not even considered, for, according to the 

traditionalists, such a mind has become totally ego-centred rather than God-

centred, and the doors of entry to a higher understanding firmly shut. As two 

prominent scientists have stated: "our egos, of course, are involved in our work. 

Like all scientists, we and other environmental scientists want to be 'right' and 

earn the approval of the scientific community. We also bring our cultural 

baggage to our work, as does every scientist."127  However, as the traditionalists 

point out, 'the ego' has to be left behind if one wants to access a higher form of 

knowledge. Whilst the ego is 'alive and well' our passions_ and pride remain in 

control, spurring us on towards even further ambition, whereas "our constant aim 

should be 'the cessation of egoity', a permanent detachment from the 

'phenomenal nucleus which is the empirical ego'." 128  Whilst the empirical ego is 

125 Sherrard, The Rape of Man and Nature, p12. 
126  Martin Lings, The Eleventh Hour: The Spiritual Crisis of the Modern World in the Light of 
Tradition and Prophecy, 1987, Cambridge: Quinta Essentia, p18. 
127  Ehrlich and Ehrlich, Betrayal of Science and Reason, p35. 
128  Cutsinger, Advice to the Serious Seeker, p187. 



80 

in charge it prevents the soul from 'awakening', and seeing the world in a new 

light. It consequently follows the path of reason in the form of rationalism 

whenever ecological problems are drawn to its attention, believing that such 

problems can be solved by the application of modern science and technology. 

Despite the fact that the same scientific outlook has been responsible for causing 

the ecological problems in the first place, the rationalistic ego does not recognize 

that perhaps there is another 'way of thinking', and that the causes of the crisis 

need to be addressed from another level of understanding. That the root cause of 

the crisis might be the loss of a hitherto existing wisdom is not even considered a 

valid possibility by those with no understanding of metaphysics. 

Yet, this loss of wisdom - the reduction of the intellect to a cerebral activity - has 

allowed the modern West, as we saw in Chapter 1, to become instrumental in 

developing certain technologies that pose great threats to the safety of the planet, 

and it has suppressed what would once have been intuitive ethical 

principles. In this connection, David Ehrenfeld cites the case of the much 

revered physicist, Leo Szilard, who sent letters to his colleagues in 1939, 
imploring them to become aware "...of the hazards to humankind inherent in 

atomic research... "129, and asking them to restrain their experiments. His plea 

was ignored — there was too much at stake in becoming first to publish research, 

too much "...unbridled ambition" 130, despite the fact that such research had the 

potential to lead to the development of quite lethal forms of technology. A more 

recent example is that of genetic engineering — another technology that has 

unknown consequences for all life on the planet. Neither the scientists involved 

nor the corporate business world, which is finding the research, have any idea 

what long-term effects will occur to humankind or the rest of nature. If, as 

Cutsinger suggests, "...the body too is a prolongation of the Intellect, which is 

refracted or polarized within the individual man into both corporal and psychic 

129  David Ehrenfeld, The Arrogance of Humanism, 1981, New York: Oxford University Press, 
p_145. 
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aspects'1131
, one needs to ask, what as yet unknown effects will occur to lifeforms 

artificially interfered with by the modification of their genes? If, as in the 

medieval worldview, nature was still believed to be sacred, it would be considered 

an outrage to be involved in such a science, for the Intellect "... 'coincides, in its 

innermost nature, with the very Being of things'." 132  

It is sometimes claimed that the investigations of modem science - especially 

those of physics - have revealed an underlying structure to the world that is not 

material, and hence that modem science no longer accepts a material view of 

reality. For instance, Fritjof Capra states that: 
In the twentieth century... physics has gone through several conceptual 
revolutions that clearly reveal the limitations of the mechanistic world view 
and lead to an organic, ecological view of the world which shows great 
similarities to the views of mystics of all ages and traditions... The fact that 
modern physics, the manifestation of an extreme specialization of the rational 
mind, is now making contact with mysticism, the essence of religion and 
manifestation of an extreme specialization of the intuitive mind, shows very 
beautifully the unity and complementary nature of the rational and intuitive 
modes of consciousness. 133  

And David Bohm claims that his research has uncovered hidden orders of the 

universe, and that "...there is at least an analogy between how the super-implicate 

order organizes and even forms and creates the first implicate order and the way 

in which God is regarded as creating the universe (at least as this is put in many 

religions)." 134  

While it is true that there has been a shift away from the belief in the strictly 

mechanistic cosmos of Newton and Descartes, it is nevertheless still true that, by 

and large, mainstream science recognizes matter (by whatever current name it 

goes) as the basis or foundation of the universe, since it recognizes that it is from 

matter that the entire universe proceeded - life and consciousness being but the 

1-31  Cutsinger, Advice to the Serious Seeker, p29. 
132  Cutsinger, Advice to the Serious Seeker, p30. 
133  Capra, The Turning Point, p32. 
134  David Bohm, 'Hidden Variables and the Implicate Order', Zygon, Vol. 20, No. 2, June 1985, 
p123. 
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epi-phenomenon of chemical processes and brain chemistry. This understanding 

is a reversal of the vision of reality held by medieval Christianity and virtually 

every other traditional belief system. 

Medieval man, although he may have been mistaken about the true 'disposition 

and proportions' of the physical universe, was fully conscious of the fact that the 

material world did not represent the whole of reality. Nor was it the basis of that 

reality. The medievalist was fully aware that the material world was surrounded 

and pervaded by a far greater and more subtle reality, one not discernible by the 

human eye or by reason. However, the reduction of the Intellect to reason and the 

limitation of intelligence to cunning and cleverness in the modern world not only 

caused sacred knowledge to become inaccessible, it also destroyed that natural 

theology which represented at least a reflection of the knowledge of a sacred 

order, of the wisdom or sapientia which was the central means of spiritual 
perfection and deliverance. As Kathleen Raine has warned: 

When natural reason usurps the place of imaginative vision and announces 
Now I am God from eternity to eternity', and the 'divine vision' innate in 
every soul fades from consciousness, the rest follows. This hubris of natural 
reason in its pursuit of natural knowledge outside the context of spiritual 
wisdom has brought consequences which may well appal US. I35  

The rationalists, by demanding proof of the existence of any other form of 

knowledge, have closed themselves off from the truth they seek to find. As 

Cutsinger, in discussing Schuon's explication of traditional metaphysics, points 

out: 
... intellectual intuition is not subject to the conditions imposed upon 
reason, those conditions which the skeptic so delights in exposing. 
Reason by its very nature must aspire to a truth outside itself. But the 
Intellect is its own outside... for 'in the Intellect, the subject is the object, 
'being', and the object is the subject, 'knowing': whence comes absolute 
certitude." 

Of course, as Schuon himself remarks, "agnostics and other relativists contest the 

135  Kathleen Raine, Golgonooza: City of Imagination, 1991, Ipswich: Golgonooza Press, p173. 
136  Cutsinger, Advice to the Serious Seeker, p30. 
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value of metaphysical certitude... " 137, but as the certitude discussed by traditional 

writers is at the esoteric level of understanding, it is not surprising that this 

criticism occurs. Sceptics are unable to access this knowledge because they have 

automatically disqualified themselves from doing so. As Nasr states: 

Esoterism is that inward dimension of tradition which addresses the inner 
man... It is hidden because of its very nature and accessible to only the few 
because in this stage of human history only the few remain aware of the inner 
dimensions of their nature; the rest live on the periphery of the circle of their 
own existence, oblivious to the Center which is connected by the esoteric 
dimension of tradition to the circumference or periphery. The esoteric is the 
radius which provides the means of going from the circumference to the Center, 
but it is not available to all because not everyone is willing or qualified to 
undertake the journey to the Center in this life. 138  

As we have seen, rational thought (of which modern science is so proud) is 

discursive and, according to Schuon, proceeds from the mental faculty of reason 

only, reason being "...something like a 'profane intelligence" 139 , whereas wisdom 

proceeds from intuition and pure Intellect. However, it is the 'profane 
intelligence' that is operating in the world today, an intelligence without the 

dimension of wisdom. Therefore, the error of rationalism, according to Schuon, 

"... is not to prove what reason can perfectly well grasp, namely the facts and laws 

of nature, but to wish to prove that of which reason by its own means can gain no 

certitude." 14°  He further states that the error "...consists in seeking the elements 

of certitude in phenomena rather than in our very being" 141, looking forever 

outwards into the material world for proof of the real, rather than inward to innate 

knowledge. Thus, modem science, having excised intellective intuition, uses 

reason alone to enable it to forge ahead with its exploration and manipulation of 

nature, and often fails to use caution in its overwhelming desire to 'progress'. 

137  Schuon, Logic and Transcendence, p43. 
138 Nasr, Knowledge and the Sacred, p77. 
139  Frithjof Schuon, Gnosis: Divine Wisdom 1990 (1959), Bedfont: Perennial Books, p73. 
140 Schuon, The Eye of the Heart, pxvi. 
141  SC1111011, Roots of the Human Condition, pvii. 
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This loss has allowed the mind to operate devoid of a sense of ethical and moral 

considerations, so that decisions are often made that, from a rational viewpoint, 

make complete sense, but suffer from the lack of any understanding of the human 

cost or social consequences that such decisions may produce. 

The seriousness of this one-sided worldview cannot be underestimated, for it 

allows the Western world to see no more than a part of reality. 'Blind in one eye' 

it has produced great feats of technological engineering with a 'cleverness' that 

concentrates on manipulative and mechanical skills, but 'cleverness' does not 

equate with 'wisdom', and it is cleverness devoid of wisdom that has brought us to 

the edge of chaos. Had Western civilization retained a consciousness of the 

Intellect, instead of turning to reason alone, it would, perhaps, have been more 

contemplative and circumspect in its scientific research, continuing to hold the 

world in awe, believing it to be sacred and consequently treating it with the 

respect that it deserves. But more than this, it would not have discarded those 

'sciences' that do not fit into the narrow framework which it has imposed upon 
itself by virtue of the 'scientific method'. 

The following chapter deals with the practical outcome of the rise of modern 

science, and the consequent desaci-alization of nature, and chapter 6 explores an 

alternative path for science which the West could have followed had it not 

suffered a loss of wisdom. 

*** 
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CHAPTER 3 
THE DEMISE OF THE SACRED 

For just as there can be nothing sacred without God, because 
ultimately God alone is sacred, so there can be no wholeness 

without God because ultimately God alone is whole... Indeed, 
it is this losing contact with Goat the source of holiness and 
wholeness, that is the crux of the fall of man; and our modem age 
exemplifies it as perhaps no other age ever has, because it is the 
product of a state of mind which has lost the sense not only of this 
fall but also and correspondingly of practically every aspect of the 
sacred. Philip Sherrard 

The previous chapter endeavoured to show that the crisis the world now faces is a 

direct result of Western civilization losing its metaphysical underpinning, and 

creating a culture that believes "... that matter is the basis of reality and that it 

exists independently of mind or thought." Like every human civilization since 

the dawn of time, the Christian West, before the Scientific Revolution, shared the 

common recognition that the ground of reality is 'spirit', and that consequently 

the cosmos and all that it contained is sacred. As Kathleen Raine states, "the 

world's great heritage of knowledge and wisdom, of philosophy and the arts, is 

grounded in this premise.' However, as she points out, this knowledge has been 

rendered irrelevant by materialist science, and the modern West has become 

"... an imaginatively and spiritually illiterate culture that no longer takes values 

and meanings seriously."' 

Although, as explained in the last chapter, there had been a significant decline in 

the sophia perennis since the Middle Ages, a virtual extinguishment coincided 

with the rise of modern science. This chapter, which compares and contrasts the 

medieval, traditional, worldview with the modern, focuses, therefore, on the 

materialistic scientific outlook as the main factor which prevents a truly 

I  Raine, 'Global Unity and the Arts', in Sunrise: Theosophic Perspectives, February/March, 1999, 
p3 <www.theosociety.org/pasadena/sunrise/sunr-hp.htm>. 

Raine, 'Global Unity and the Arts', p2. 
- 3  Raine, 'Global Unity and the Arts', p2. 
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ecological worldview from operating, and, as Raine suggests, "it is not the 

conclusions of this materialist science that we must question, however, but the 

premises"4 ; it is the fundamental underpinnings of modern science which cause it 

to believe that it, and it alone, holds the key to knowledge. 

Prior to the emergence of the modern worldview, as Philip Sherrard says, the 

medieval world was: 
an organically integrated world - a sacred order established by God in 
which everything, not only man and man's artefacts, but every living form of 
plant, bird or animal, the sun, moon and stars, the waters and the mountains 
were seen as signs of things sacred (signa rei sacra), expressions of a divine 
harmony, symbols linking the visible and the invisible, earth and heaven. 5  

Within this worldview nature was considered to be a divine creation, and 

although, as Sherrard points out, people may have overgrazed their land at times, 

or felled too many trees in a certain area, they did not "... deliberately trade in 

nature itself, or at the expense of nature."' Because the world was considered to 

be a creation of God, and therefore a manifestation of supreme wisdom and 

harmony, it was necessarily sacred and worthy of respect and nurturing. 

Although the medievalists traded in cattle, fruit and vegetables, timber and other 

commodities, they only did so in order to survive, for they were well aware of the 

sacredness of nature and that they depended upon it for their physical sustenance. 

But the modernist has lost the sense that "...everything that lives is holy', a 

knowledge implicit in the medievalist's worldview, for the latter felt the presence 

of the sacred in symbols and ontologically in all things. "Hence the sense of the 

sacred implies a kind of universal respect, a kind of circumspection before the 

mystery of animate and inanimate creatures."' The loss of such an understanding 

4  Raine, 'Global Unity and the Arts', p2. 
5  Philip Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, The Death and Resurrection of Sacred Cosmology, 
1992, Ipswich, England: Golgonooza, p33. 
6  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p5. 
7  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p10. 
8  Frithjof Schuon, From the Divine to the Human: Survey of Metaphysics and Epistemology, 1982, 
Bloomington: World Wisdom Books, p104 (first published as Du Divin a l'Humain, 1981, Le 
Courrier du Livre). 
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has had disastrous consequences for the planet. As HRH the Prince of Wales 

more recently states: 
We in the western world seem to have lost a sense of the wholeness of our 
environment, and of our immense and inalienable responsibility to the whole 
of creation. This has led to an increasing failure to appreciate or understand 
tradition, and the wisdom of our forebears accumulated over the centuries. 
Indeed, tradition is positively discriminated against - as if it was some socially 
unacceptable disease. 9  

The idea of a sacred order in the universe is, as Seyyed Hossein Nasr points out, 

to be found in all the sacred traditions. The terms used may be different (nomas 

in Greek, namus in Islam, rta in Hinduism, tao in Taoism, and dharma in 

Buddhism), but "they all demonstrate that there is an order that governs man as 

well as nature, from which comes our modern word cosmos. The Greek word 

cosmos means both order and beauty, which is extremely significant; the idea of 

order as beauty. All of these cardinal concepts possess a religious as well as a 

cosmic sense."' Gradually, though, the deeply spiritual and religious view of 

nature has been lost in the West, to be replaced by a materialist, mechanistic 

worldview. 

In order for modern Western science to emerge, the cosmos needed to be emptied 

of its sacred character and become profane, whilst at the same time metaphysics 

needed to be reduced to rationalistic philosophy. The previously held notion of 

'science for understanding' was subverted to a 'science for manipulation'. As 

E.F. Schumacher states: 
The old science - 'wisdom', or 'science for understanding' - was primarily 
directed 'towards the sovereign good', i.e. the True, the Good and the Beautiful, 
the knowledge of which would bring both happiness and salvation. The new 
science was directed mainly towards material power,' a tendency that has 
meanwhile developed to such lengths that the enhancement of political and 
economic power is now generally taken as the first purpose of, and main 
justification for, expending on scientific work. The old science looked upon 
nature as God's handiwork and man's mother; the new science tends to look 
upon it as an adversary to be conquered or a quarry to be exploited." 

9  HRH The Prince of Wales, 'A Sense of the Sacred: Building Bridges between Islam and the 
West', Temenos Academy Review, Vol. 1, Spring 1998, p19. 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, The Spiritual and Religious Dimensions of the Environmental Crisis, 
1999, London: Temenos Academy, p23. 
II  E.F. Schumacher, A Guide for the Perplexed, 1995, London: Abacus, pp66-67. 
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According to Schumacher, the greatest and most influential difference between 

the old and new science was that the former saw humanity as made in the image 

of God, with a purpose for existence, whereas the latter sees humanity as nothing 

but an accidental product of evolution, and consequently "...an object for study 

by the same methods by which other phenomena of this world were to be studied 

'objectively'." 12 Thus, as Nasr explains, "the rising view of nature as a machine 

and the order of nature as a mechanical order was based on the thesis that, 

because nature itself was devoid of intelligence and life, its order was due to laws 

imposed upon it by an intelligent being outside of nature — that is, God as the 

author of nature — but in a sense divorced from it."' 

Although many people still believed in God, they were no longer defined by their 

faith in God. "Worldliness became man's 'natural' state, and the otherworldliness 

of medieval Christian conception of man began to be looked upon with a sense of 

derision." 14  He was now an Earthly man, superior to all other beings on Earth, 

for he had a 'mind', and because he no longer saw Heaven as his ultimate goal he 

became absorbed in Earthly matters - the Earthly world was his home. To be 'at 

home' in such a world meant he was no longer defined by his celestial archetype, 

but instead 
... by his individuality, reason, the senses, and corporeality. Man was 
redefined on the basis of a subjectivism that destroyed the objective 
archetypal reality of the human state and the symbolic and contemplative 
spirit that was henceforth replaced by individualistic reason... The chief 
characteristic of this new man was both individualism and rationalism. I5  

The human mind could now use its rational faculty 'unhindered' by any deference 

to theological doctrine or scriptural revelation to understand the order of the 

universe: 
The Christian dualistic stress on the supremacy of the spiritual and 
transcendent over the material and concrete was now largely inverted, 

12  Schumacher, A Guide for the Perplexed, p67. 
13  Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Religion and the Order of Nature, 1996, New York: Oxford University 
Press, p131 (my italics). 
14  Nasr, Religion and the Order of Nature, p169. 
15  Nasr, Religion and the Order of Nature, p170. 
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with the physical world becoming the predominant focus for human 
activity... Human aspiration was now increasingly centered on secular 
fulfillment. I6  

As we have seen, Descartes formulated a new concept of knowledge that "...took 

it as axiomatic that the mind's reach had fixed and narrow limits, which could be 

clearly determined, while within these limits it possessed virtually unlimited 

powers." 17  The Cartesian mind limited its interest to knowledge and ideas that 

were precise and certain, and to be certain they had to be quantified. It was 

Galileo (1564-1642) who made the distinction between primary and secondary 

'qualities', and reduced quality to quantity in order for it to be mathematically 

measured, for as Sherrard states, mathematics had become: 
...the sole key necessary to unlock the secrets of nature, since the 
demonstrations of pure mathematics correspond to the objective truth 
of things, to the initial propositions of creation as they pre-exist in God's 
mind. It is the great mathematical system that is the substance of 
reality. 18  

The emphasis on mathematics allowed a science to emerge that believed that 

"...only those qualities which it is possible to handle by the exact mathematical 

method are fundamental to nature, because only what can be expressed 

mathematically — what is quantifiable — constitutes the real object, the real fact of 

nature."' Whilst modern science "... has done the inestimable service of 

showing us a world much more complex than we ever imagined.., it cannot 

explain everything.' However, the science which now predominates in the 

western world is one that, having thrown out tradition and any link between itself 

and religion, seeks to progress on its own. As the Prince of Wales suggests, it 

"... has attempted to take over the natural world from God, with the result that it 

has fragmented the cosmos and relegated the sacred to a separate, and secondary, 

16  Richard Tunas, The Passion of the Western Mind: Understanding the Ideas That Have Shaped 
Our World View, 1991, New York, Ballantine, pp285-6. 
17  Schumacher, A Guide for the Perplexed, p19. 
18  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p36. 
19  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p38. 
20 The Prince of Wales, 'A Sense of the Sacred', p19. 
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compartment of our understanding, divorced from the practical day-to-day 

existence. " 2 ' Consequently: 
... in so far as modern science presupposes the notion that we can obtain 
a knowledge of phenomena apart from, and without reference to, a prior 
knowledge of their inner and spiritual dimension, it is based totally upon 
the ego-consciousness, or - which comes to the same thing - it is still 
in servitude to a dualism that opposes mind and matter, subject and 
object, the knower and what is to be known - a dualism which 
represents a total distortion of reality. 22  

One of the significant factors influencing the rise of the mechanistic revolution in 

science was undoubtedly the Reformation. Rupert Sheldrake believes that the 

Protestants endeavoured to eradicate "... the traditional idea that spiritual power 

pervades the natural world, and is particularly present in sacred places ...They 

wanted to purify religion, and this purification involved the disenchantment of the 

world.' They did this by denouncing ritual observances, seasonal festivals, 

pilgrimages, and devotion to the Holy Mother, saints and angels, replacing these 

with an emphasis on personal faith and repentance. The violence of these reforms 

was manifested in the destruction of holy statues, stained glass windows in 

churches and monasteries, the defilement of holy wells and wayside shrines, and 

the breaking open of the tombs of saints and the scattering of their relics. This, 

together with the suppression of pilgrimages and many of the customary 

ceremonies and rituals, destroyed the symbolism and mystery of the traditional 

religion.' Moreover, it was reasoned by the reformers that the destruction of 

idols was not enough, for the human mind could just create others. Therefore, 

emphasis was placed on strict devotion to a literal interpretation of the Bible, 

hence any mystical or 'inner' aspect of the religion was lost. 

21  The Prince of Wales, 'A Sense of the Sacred', p19. 
22  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p9. 
23  Rupert Sheldrake, The Rebirth of Nature, 1990, London: Century, p20. 
24  Sheldrake, The Rebirth of Nature, p19. 



91 

In their desperate attempt to remove all iconic images - to install iconoclastic 

purity - the Protestant founders did not envisage the consequences of their actions. 
They did not foresee that the eclipse of God might grow so dark and last 
So long that men and women would lose their eyes for the light. They did 
not realize that, like any disused faculty, sacramental consciousness too 
might atrophy, allowing the human condition to drift into radically divergent 
lines of development, perhaps toward a permanently irreligious, totally 
secularized culture, a culture in which the capacity for transcendence would 
become so feeble that, at last, people confronted with the great historical 
projections of sacramental experience, might only wonder what these exotic 
symbols really meant... 25  

As the inner dimension of understanding left the church, a major shift in thinking 

occurred and the organic view of nature was replaced with one that that was 

predominantly mechanistic. The replacement was not sudden, and did not remain 

unchallenged. As we discussed in the previous chapter, it grew from the 
combined outlook of various men like Bacon, Newton and Descartes who, 

broadly speaking, represent the fathers of modern science — or scientism. It is a 

view that has been primarily responsible for the grave ecological crisis that the 

world now faces, and has allowed 'the rape of nature', that Francis Bacon all but 

advocated, to take place. Fritjof Capra believes that: 
The 'Baconian spirit' profoundly changed the nature and purpose of the 
scientific quest. From the time of the ancients the goals of science had 
been wisdom, understanding the natural order and living in harmony with 
it. Science was pursued 'for the glory of God', or, as the Chinese put it, to 
'follow the natural order' and 'flow in the current of the Tao.' These were 
yin, or integrative, purposes; the basic attitude of scientists was ecological... 
In the seventeenth century this attitude changed into its polar opposite; 
from yin to yang, from integration to self-assertion. Since Bacon, the goal 
of science has been knowledge that can be used to dominate and control 
nature, and today both science and technology are used predominantly for 
purposes that are profoundly antiecological.' 

For Bacon, then, nature had become an object to explore and subdue: "for you 

have but to follow and as it were hound nature in her wanderings, and you will be 

25  Theodore Roszalc, Where the Wasteland Ends: Politics and Transcendence in Post Industrial 
Society, 1972, London: Faber, p129. 
26  Fritjof Capra, The Turning Point, 1983, London: Fontana, p40. 
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able when you like to lead and drive her afterward to the same place again." 27  

Bacon believed in the•"...birth of a new era in which natural science would bring 

man a material redemption to accompany his spiritual progress." 28  He 

considered that a new science based on empiricism would allow mastery over 
nature, and "...old patterns of thinking, traditional prejudices, subjective 

distortions, verbal confusions, and general intellectual blindness would be 

overcome by a new method of acquiring knowledge."" Shortly before his death 

Bacon wrote the New Atlantis, a book about a mechanistic utopia, in which a 

social structure was proposed that was hierarchical and patriarchal rather than one 

that was organic and egalitarian. Within its pages 
■■. 

Bacon described a technocratic utopia, in which a scientific priesthood 
made decisions for the good of the state as a whole, and also decided 
which secrets of nature were to be kept secret... With astonishing insight, 
Bacon predicted what institutional science could do... New forms of animal 
and plant life were to be created, and existing ones manipulated by experiment; 
the New Atlantis had parks and enclosures where birds and beasts were 
maintained for experimental purposes... 'We also try all poisons and other 
medicines upon them.' 3°  

Sherrard, too, considers that Bacon is a key figure in the changes that were to 
occur at that time, and that he has had far greater influence on the way our present 

society is run than we perhaps recognize, 
... for it was Bacon who laid down the guidelines, moral, aesthetic and psychic, 
for the 'new philosophy'. When Bacon concluded that his novum organum 
should apply 'not only to natural but to all sciences' (including ethics and 
politics) and that it is to 'embrace everything', he opened the road for the 
all-inclusive scientific take-over of our culture and for the urban industrialism 
which is its brainchild. In Bacon's programme is to be found a prescription for 
the total scienfivization of our world, from the practices of the laboratory, often 
themselves of an indescribable cruelty, down to those, no less sinister, of the 
modern police state.3I  

And, although women's role had historically been seen by the Church as of far 

less importance than that of men, as Carolyn Merchant points out, the patriarchal 

27  Francis Bacon, 'De Dignitate et Augmentis Scientiarum' (written 1623), in Works, (eds James 
Spedding, Robert Leslie Ellis, Douglas Devon Heath, 1870), Vol. 4, London: Longmans Green, 
p296. 
25  Tarns, The Passion of the Western Mind, p272. 
29  Tunas, The Passion of the Western Mind, p272. 
30 Sheldrake, The Rebirth of Nature, p31. 
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family structure that 'Bacon's Bensalem' in the New Atlantis posited, was one 

which reduced women's role in society to near invisibility.' This diminution of 

the female ran parallel to the reduction of the value of nature, and was to have a 

profound effect on society. 

Until the Enlightenment in the West, almost all major cultures around the world believed 

the Earth was female and the actual Mother of life. Nature was seen as maternal, 

productive and lifegiving, for it provided sustenance. For Merchant: 
The image of the earth as a living organism and nurturing mother had served 
as a cultural constraint restricting the actions of human beings. One does not 
readily slay a mother, dig into her entrails for gold or mutilate her body... As 
long as the earth was considered to be alive and sensitive, it could be considered 
a breach of human ethical behavior to carry out destructive acts against it. 33  

It was not only in the medieval world of Christianity that Nature was thought of 

as Mother. In the sixteenth century, "Paracelsus compared the earth to a female 

whose womb nurtured all life... The earth in the Paracelsian philosophy was the 

mother or matrix giving birth to plants, animals, and men."' And, as Sheldrake 

suggests, in archaic mythologies the Great Mother had many aspects: 
She was the original source of the universe and its laws, and the ruler of nature, 
fate, time, eternity, truth, wisdom, justice, love, birth and death... She was 
Natura, the goddess of Nature. She was the world soul of Platonic cosmology; 
and she had many other names and images as the mother and matrix and 
sustaining force of all things.35  

St. Francis of Assisi (1181-1226), in his famous Canticle, Brother Sun, Sister 

Moon, paid tribute to the Earth, in a deeply spiritual and ecological manner by 

31  Philip Sherrard, 'Modern Science and the Dehumanization of Man', Studies in Comparative 
Religion, Vol. 10, No. 2, Spring, 1976, p82. 
32  Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature, 1983, San Francisco: Harper Collins, p173. 
33  Merchant, The Death of Nature, p3. 
34  Merchant, The Death of Nature, pp26-27. 
35  Sheldralce, The Rebirth of Nature, p4. 
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stating: "Praise be, my Lord, for our sister, Mother Earth, who sustains and 
governs us and brings forth diverse fruits with many-hued flowers and grass." " 

While the Earth, as Mother, was recognized as the sustainer of man's physical 
being, and was often revered as an aspect of divinity, it remained true for most 
cultures that all created beings, along with the Earth, came from a Supreme Being, 
to which they would eventually return. According to Philip Sherrard, human 
beings in these cultures thought of themselves: 

... as sacred beings... not in their own right, but because they are created in 
the divine image, in the image of God, of a transcendent more-than-human 
form of consciousness. They come from a divine source, and the divine world 
is their birthright, their true home. In the same way, they do not look upon 
what we call the outer world, the world of nature, as a mere chance association 
of atoms or whatever, or as something impersonal, soulless, inanimate, which 
they are entitled to manipulate, master, exploit and generally to tamper and mess 
about with in order to gratify their greeds and their power-lusts. 37  

Because such cultures looked upon nature as a divine creation, as full of hidden 
wisdom, they would never (even if they had the technology to do so) 
"...deliberately blast its guts out through testing their atom and nuclear 
bombs... poison its rivers, its lakes, its seas, its underground waters through 
spilling chemicals into them or through the leaching of toxic wastes, or rape it in 
any of the thousands of ways in which we are now raping it."" The imagery of 
rape here is very relevant. It represents an extreme reaction to the feminine in 
nature, which could only take place once a corresponding extreme outlook had 
developed in the consciousness of a civilization. As Merchant states, although the 
image of nature as a nurturing Mother had endured during the Renaissance, it now 
needed to be controlled, and this new image allowed it to be dissected though 
experiment, legitimizing "...the exploitation of natural resources.' And this, 
despite the fact that before the Scientific Revolution in the West the medieval 

36  Quoted in Bill Devall and George Sessions, Deep Ecology: Living as if Nature Mattered, 1985, 
Salt Lake City: Peregrine, p92. 
37  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p4. 
38  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p5. 
39 Merchant, The Death of Nature, p189. 
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Muslim philosopher, Ibn Al'Arabi was sounding a warning about the dangers of 

investigating the natural world 'in depth'. As Gai Eaton explains: 
[Ibn Al'Arabi] compared scientific delving into the secrets of nature to 
incest, a prying under the Mother's skirts; and this is one way of characterising 
the desire of one facet of the natural world to know another in its most intimate 
contours. The penetration of nature by the fact-finding and analytic mind 
keeps time now with the rape of the earth we tread and with the exploitation 
of our fellow creatures. An incestuous conjunction of mind with matter 
engenders some monstrous offspring. 40 

Several feminist authors have suggested an obvious relationship between women, 

the feminine Earth, and the patriarchal Western technological society that "...has 

raped the earth with such alacrity."' Women were necessarily associated with 

Nature in a negative way as the medieval, organic worldview gave way to a 

mechanistic one, and science sought to control nature. During the medieval age 

women were generally the healers of sickness, with an extensive knowledge of 

the growing of herbs necessary for such healing. They were 'in touch' with the 

earth and sought to keep it in a productive state. With modern science's emphasis 

on mechanical laws, the belief in a dead universe rather than one that was alive, 

became prominent. Women's skill in producing remedies from nature was 

therefore attacked as not only being associated with an animism connected with 

the past, but with magic. Wild, chaotic nature became linked with women, and 

both needed to be controlled. As Merchant suggests: 
Although the Renaissance Platonic lover had embodied her with true 
beauty and the good, and the Virgin Mary had been worshipped as 
mother of the Savior, women were also seen as closer to nature than 
men, subordinate in the social hierarchy to the men of their class, and 
imbued with a far greater sexual passion. The upheavals of the 
Reformation and the witch trials of the sixteenth century heightened 
these perceptions.42 

The healing powers of women, which were thought to be connected with their 

'darker' side, were feared by the new rational science which saw itself as 

4°  Gai Eaton, King of the Castle: Choice and Responsibility in the Modern Worlc 1990, 
Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, p151. 
41  Jerry Mander, In the Absence of the Sacred, 1991, San Francisco: Sierra Club, p212. 
42  Merchant, The Death of Nature, p132. 



96 

enlightened. The very fact that some were able to wrest life and healing from 

'dead' nature with their herbs and potions was enough for them to be seen to be 

using a form of magic and condemned as witches. For, as Merchant says: 
Through the power of the spells that summoned spirits, witches could control 
the forces of nature; they could make hail or rain, destroy crops, and bring 
plagues. They could take revenge on those whom they disliked, attract those 
whom they liked, or turn themselves or anyone else into ugly creatures. 
Illiterate women at the bottom of the social order had little other means of 
control or defense against the repression and injustices of hierarchical society. 43  

A woman "... who possessed great personal knowledge of the virtues of individual 

plants and who 'administers the surest remedy free of charge to everyone' was 

presumed to have also "...enjoyed the Devil's aid". 44  Therefore, any woman 

involved in working with the forces of nature was suspect. 

The reaction of the Church at this time is demonstrated by the fact that Pope 

Innocent VIII in the late fifteenth century, appointed two Dominicans — Henry 

Kramer and James Sprenger — as special inquisitors to root out the various forms 

of witchcraft which they considered had befallen Christianity. Their report, 

Malleus Maleficarum ([he Hammer of Witches), published in 1486, concluded 

that all witchcraft is Satanic. Brian Easlea points out that the period in which the 

witch-hunts occurred was marked by 
... constant grinding poverty and often famine for the masses, plague and 
disease, peasant rebellions and millenarian movements, civil wars, wars 
between emerging national states, the Protestant challenge to the Catholic 
Church, the Counter-Reformation, even attacks on the common knowledge 
of the order of the cosmos: all these phenomena made living in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, if a time of creative achievement for a few, a misery 
and rack for the many.45  

At that time, it was considered that "the Devil was... loose in the world and was 

working in his traditional way through the weaker, more susceptible half of 

mankind, womankind.' The reason why women — mostly old peasant women - 

43  Merchant, The Death of Nature, p140. 	• 
44  Brian Easlea, Witch Hunting, Magic and the New Philosophy, 1980, Brighton, England: 
Harvester, p39. 
45  Easlea, Witch Hunting, Magic and the New Philosophy, p2 
46  Easlea, Witch Hunting, Magic and the New Philosophy, p2. 
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were considered more likely than men to be involved in witchcraft was that they 

were not only thought to have an inferior intelligence, but, more importantly, 

according to Kramer and Sprenger, because of their excessive carnality: 
All witchcraft comes from carnal lust, which is in women insatiable. See 
Proverbs XXX: There are three things that are never satisfied, yea, a fourth 
thing which says not, It is enough; that is, the mouth of the womb. Wherefore 
for the sake of fulfilling their lusts they consort even with devils. More such 
reasons could be brought forward, but to the understanding it is sufficiently 
clear that it is no matter for wonder that there are more women than men 
found infected with the heresy of witchcraft. 47  

Many women were tortured and executed for dealing with a craft that had become 

at odds with the new way of thinking, and it was not only the herbalists who 

became suspects at this time, but midwives, in particular, for they were seen as 

surpassing "...all others in wickedness." 48  

It is quite usual these days to equate this mayhem and outrageous treatment of 

women with a superstitious religion', and not in any way to the new rationalism 

and scientific worldview beginning to emerge out of that religion. Yet it was 

precisely the consequence of the new mechanistic worldview that emerged from 

the Copernican-Newtonian revolution, a worldview fuelled by a reason divorced 

from the intuitive Intellect, that no longer saw Nature as feminine and as life-

giving - a Mother to be revered. And it was the scientists, acting as the new 

'priesthood', who espoused this new doctrine, and were becoming increasingly 

influential, who were the practical beneficiaries of the witch-trials and an 

influence on them. As Easlea argues: "the witchcraze was.., exacerbated, not 

attenuated by the predominant Christian response to some of the claims of the 

scientific revolution's first protagonists... " 5°  

47  Heinrich Kramer and James Sprenger, Malleus Maleficarum, 1971 (1486), (translated from the 
Latin by Montague Summers in 1928), London: Arrow, pp122-123. 
° Kramer and Sprenger, Malleus Maleficarum, p112. 
49  See, for instance, Carl Sagan, The Demon-Haunted Worlg 1996, London: Headline, Chapter 7, 
pp108-128. 

Easlea, Witch Hunting, Magic and the New Philosophy, p50. 
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Modern Western man, reduced to now seeing through the eyes of modern science, 

is effectively unable to see where the root cause of the crises now facing 

humankind lies. Instead of looking within, in search of something lost, as 

Shenard and Nasr both suggest, he tends to blame an outward source, and 
... turns his gaze to the Book of Genesis and the rest of the Bible as the 

source of the crisis rather than looking upon the gradual de-sacralization 
of the cosmos which took place in the West and especially the rationalism 
and humanism of the Renaissance which made possible the Scientific 
Revolution and the creation of a science whose function, according to 
Francis Bacon, one of its leading proponents, was to gain power over nature, 
dominate her and force her to reveal her secrets not for the glory of God but 
for the sake of gaining worldly power and wealth. 51  

As a result of humankind turning its attention towards material wealth, rather than 

spiritual wealth, a crisis has occurred not only outwardly, in the physical world, 

but inwardly, for Sherrard argues that the crisis the world now faces is not 

primarily an ecological crisis - even though its effects are most evident in this 

sphere - but, primarily, a crisis of thinking; of the way we think. And this way is 

"...based upon the model we have of ourselves, upon our own self-image.t' 52  

Our self-image has been largely manufactured by this science, and according to 

Sherrard, we now think of ourselves as 
...little more than two-legged animals whose destiny and needs can best 
be fulfilled through the pursuit of social, political and economic self-interest. 
And to correspond with this self-image we have invented a world-view in 
which nature is seen as an impersonal commodity, a soulless source of food, 
raw materials, wealth, power and so on, which we think we are quite entitled to 
experiment with, exploit, remodel and generally abuse by means of any scientific 
and mechanical technique we can devise and produce, in order to satisfy and 
deploy this self-interest.53 

Sherrard believes that "this self-image and world-view have their origin in a loss 

of memory, in a forgetfulness of who we are, and in our fall to a level of 

51  Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Man and Nature: The Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man, 1990 (1968), 
London: Unwin, p6. 
52  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p2. 
53  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p3 
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ignorance and stupidity that threatens the survival of our race."' And this 

forgetfulness came about when we forsook our traditional past in favour of a 

secular future. Nasr suggests that the outward pollution of our world is no more 

than a reflection of an inner pollution of the Inman soul which "...came into 

being the moment Western man decided to play the role of the Divinity upon the 

surface of the earth.' That moment came with the dawning of the Scientific 

Revolution which represents the final stage in the eclipse of the Christian 

worldview of the Middle Ages. Had the Church listened to theologians such as 

Meister Eckhart', who tried to alert people to the inner contemplative dimension 

of religion, perhaps it would have survived the onslaught of rationalism that had 

resulted from adopting Aristoteleanism. 

With the loss of connection to the Divine, modern man wanders around in 

confusion in the world he has created for himself. No longer having any religious 

guidelines, once a secular humanism emerged, Western man felt free to exploit 

nature as he saw fit, especially once the Industrial Revolution gave him the 

technology with which to do so. "With the subsequent growth of atheism, nature 
alone was seen as the source of everything... For the modern materialist, nature or 

matter is the source of all things."' The anchors that Vico feared might be cut 

away have indeed been severed, and technology reigns supreme. The barbarism 

that he suggested might be the outcome of a world that refuses to acknowledge 

that it may well be on an incorrect path is already being demonstrated, not only 

openly in the rape, mutilation and barbaric killings of hundreds of thousands of 

• people around the world, but in the laboratories of scientists. The experiments 

that have been undertaken on various lifefonns in the name of 'science' indicate 

that there is a complete lack of any recognition of nature as sacred. For example, 

54  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p3. 
55  Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islam and the Plight of Modern Man, 1975, London: Longman, p12. 
56  As well as Meister Eckhart, the writings of other mystics such as Hildegard of Bingen, Gregory 
of Nyssa and St. Bonaventure should be mentioned. 
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the development of genetic engineering and cloning confirms how deeply 

entrenched is the notion of a reductionist, materialist and instrumental attitude 

towards nature within modern science. As Merchant observes, in Bacon's 

imagined future: 
Scientific method, combined with mechanical technology, would create 
a 'new organon,' a new system of investigation, that unified knowledge 
with material power. The technological discoveries... 'help us to think about 
the secrets still locked in nature's bosom.' They do not, like the old, merely exert 
a gentle guidance over nature's course; they have the power to conquer 
and subdue her, to shake her to her foundations.' 58  

This vision of nature is one that continues to be part of present-day thinking 

within modern science. Only the failure to recognize the sacred quality of nature 

allows the continuing development of technology and manipulation to take place. 

Sherrard believes that because modern science has ignored the sacred aspect of 

nature, "the physical world... becomes the scene of man's uncurbed exploitation 

for purely practical, utilitarian or acquisitive ends. The natural world could 

only be exploited for such ends because 'man' himself has become unmindful of 

his true nature: 
When he ignores the divine in himself and in other existences he becomes 
sub-human. And when this happens not merely in the case of a single 
individual but in the case of society as a whole, then that society disintegrates 
through the sheer rootlessness of its own structure or through the proliferation 
of psychic maladies which it is powerless to heal because it has deprived itself 
of the one medicine capable of healing them. 6°  

Thus, the West, which "... has developed technically in direct relationship to the 

decline of the Christian consciousness",' justifies its experiments on lifeforms on 

the grounds that by performing such experiments it is progressing in knowledge, 

which is, after all, what science is all about. However, it fails to recognize that 

its science is actually only 'scientism', a secular construct devoid of the most 

important factor — the wisdom of the Heart which lends sacredness to everything. 

57  Sheldrake, The Rebirth of Nature, pp12-13. 
58  Merchant, The Death of Nature, p172. 
59  Philip Sherrard, The Rape of Man and Nature, 1987, Ipswich, England: Golgonooza Press, p99. 
60 Sherrard, The Rape of Man and Nature, p100. 
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The loss of sacredness has manifested itself in every aspect of our lives. Sheffard 

asks how it is that we have built around ourselves a world that is witness to the 

desecration of this reality at every point and at every moment— "...a desecration 

that we perpetrate without even realizing that we are desecrating anything or that 

there is anything to desecrate?"' Even the temple-robbers of old, he says, were 

aware of what they were doing, but we, in the modern world: 
... have lost even the sense that there is a temple to rob, a temple to profane, 
and this gives us an impunity to commit our crimes, our day's work of 
slaughter and pillage, methodically, without passion, as one might prune or 
operate, and with no sense of guilt. We have stripped inner and outer 
landscape bare of all those emblems of sanctity, those recollections of sanctity, 
which once nourished the soul — the shrines of saints, the retreats of hermits 
and holy men, their sanctuaries of worship and prayer, the festivals of song and 
dance in which they were celebrated. 63  

Sherrard laments the type of 'scientism' that believes it has a right to invade and 

ransack the physical world. He warns that "we will find that we have despoiled 

our inheritance in the name of a science that exists and can exist only through the 

appalling negation of all wisdom and true philosophy, the elimination of the 

person as of every other sacred reality.' Kenneth Oldmeadow points out that 

"critiques of scientism are much in vogue these days both from within the 
scientific community and from without. Scientists and others are increasingly 

becoming aware of the dangers of an ideology of science which is inadequate... 

Everywhere cracks are appearing in the scientific edifice." 65  It is still a fact, 

however, that, by and large, the modern scientific paradigm remains strong, 

powered by a technology that continues to grossly disfigure the Earth and reduce 

61  Sherrard, The Rape of Man and Nature, p67. 
62  Philip Sherrard, The Sacred in Life and Art, 1990, Ipswich England: Golgonooza Press, p10 - 
(my italics). 
63  Sherrard, The Sacred in Life and Art, p10. 
64  Sherrard, The Sacred in Life and Art, pll. 
65  Kenneth Oldmeadow, Traditionalism: Religion in the light of the Perennial Philosophy, 2000, 
Colombo: The Sri Lanka Institute of Traditional Studies, p119. 
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everything that lives upon it to objects that can be manipulated in one way or 

another. 

In the absence of the sacred modern science has, as already noted, been able 

through gene technology to enact what seems the ultimate invasion of 'Mother 

Earth' — the forced alteration of the very nature of Nature. But, as the twenty-
first century dawns there are even more serious threats to the world and humanity 

with the advent of computer assisted nanotechnology that seeks to manipulate 

structures at the atomic level. According to Bill Joy, who has been involved in 

this field for several years, and who is now concerned about the consequences of 

such a technology: 

... it is no exaggeration to say... that we are on the cusp of extreme 
evil, an evil whose possibility spreads well beyond that which weapons 
of mass destruction bequeathed to the nation states, on to a surprising 
and terrible empowerment of extreme individuals. By 2030, we are likely 
to be able to build machines, in quantity, a million times as powerful as the 
personal computers of today. 66  

And although, as Joy suggests, it will be argued that the "... manipulation of 

matter at the atomic level could create a utopian future of abundance, where just 

about everything could be made cheaply, and almost any imaginable disease or 

physical problem could be solved using nanotecluiology and artificial 

intelligences.., it is far easier to create destructive uses for nanotechnology than 
constructive ones. "67  

The object of discussing this as yet hypothetical technology is to illustrate the 

depths to which the active mind within modern science will go in order to seek 

the innovative and the new in the quest for 'progress'. Those who support the 

scientific quest seem unable to recognize that, despite all the rhetoric that such 

activities will help to alleviate poverty and create a better world, what science is 

actually doing is creating a world that is God-forsaken and inhuman. Steeped as 

" Bill Joy, quoted in Z. Goldsmith, 'Discomfort and Joy', The Ecologist, Vol. 30, No 7, October 
2000, p36. 
67  Joy, in 'Discomfort and Joy', p39 (my italics). 
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science is in a 'denial' that the outcomes of its methods may be abhorrent, and 

even dangerous, only a few scientists question the wisdom of progressing along 

this path. 

The industrialization that has been a consequence of the march of science has 

inevitably led to the radical restructuring of where and how people work, and this 

is one of the clearest manifestations of the loss of the sacred in peoples' lives. 

That there might be a sacredness, or a sense of holiness, in work, as in other 

aspects of life, is not even considered. And as Jonathon Porritt says: 
...even mainstream environmentalists seem oblivious of the fact that there 
is precious little chance of 'solving' today's environmental problems unless 
people are able to find meaning, pleasure and fulfilment in the work that they 
do. For it is the still predominant belief that 'wealth creation' consists in 
enabling people to find a job (any job) to earn the money they need to buy the 
meaning, pleasure and fulfilment, at second hand, which they can no longer 
find at first hand in the work that they do, that has set the whole human race 
at war with the Earth.68  

• It is surprising, he says, that politicians seem so little aware of how central the 

need for good work is to an individual, and instead they concentrate on talking 

about jobs. The quality of the job seems to matter little, no matter how soul-

destroying it may be to an individual. The holiness of work has to a large extent 

disappeared in our modern, technological world and this has resulted in all 

manner of social problems. The effect of the loss of the crafts, and the dangers of 

an industrialized society, were foreseen by poets and writers like Blake and 

Wordsworth in eighteenth and nineteenth century England. And, Eric Gill, a 

craftsman of the twentieth century, said: 
Industrialism is of its nature a business of large scale machine production... 
Of its nature it means the regimenting of the majority of workers both 
technically and as citizens... [n]ot only are men corrupted but the production 
also is degraded. Competition for markets, the obsession with salesmanship, 
the gambling and scrambling on the stock market, the necessity every small 

68  Jonathon Porritt, in Wendell Berry, Standing on Earth: Selected Essays, 1991, Ipswich, 
England: Golgonooza Press, pix. 
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man of business as well as every large one is under of thinking of everything 
in terms of buying and selling — these things corrupt the nation. As St. Thomas 
Aquinas says: 'If the citizens give themselves to trading, a way is open to many 
vices. Since the desire of trading tends especially to gain; therefore, through 
the use of trading avarice is enkindled in the hearts of the citizens; the result 
being that in the city all things will have their price; mutual trust will be at an 
end, doors will be opened to fraud, the common good will be despised, private 
good will be sought, zeal for virtue will wither... ' 69  

The reality of this situation is so entrenched that it hardly rates a mention as being 

anything but normal, let alone evidence of a distorted way of thinking. Yet, as 

Gill reminds us, "...work is the discipline (the yoga) by means of which body 

holds its noise and leaves Soul free a little'." 70 	He considers that "our industrial 

system... separates, divorces, the material and the spiritual"?' and in doing so, it 

goes against the cosmic sacred law which, as discussed earlier in this chapter, 

joined man and nature together. E.F. Schumacher points out that an article 
published in the London Times caused no concern, angry response, or "hot denial" 

when it stated that "Dante, when composing his visions of hell, might well have 

included the mindless, repetitive boredom of working on a factory assembly line. 

It destroys initiative and rots brains, yet millions of British workers are committed 

to it for most of their lives'."72  Gill warns that: 
if the time come when machines have been so perfected as to need no 

human guidance or supervision, or at most only a few hours by a few men 
per day, even so Industrialism would still mean that necessary things, houses, 
furniture, clothes and food, things which during all the centuries of man's 
history have been his chief means for pleasing himself, his only means.of 
collaborating with God in creating, would be deprived of that beauty which 
is the special mark of human work, the beauty of tenderness and sensibility 
in the actual handling of material things. 73  

The deprivation of this chance to create things for one's own needs is occurring 

around the world, as nations are encouraged to industrialize and mechanize the 

production of goods. This is creating great gaps in people's lives - especially in 

societies that until only recently have depended upon harmonious work created 

69  Eric Gill, A Holy Tradition of Working, 1983, Ipswich: Golgonooza Press, pp 122-3. 
7°  Gill, A Holy Tradition of Working, p45. 
71  Gill, A Holy Tradition of Working, p120. 
72  E.F. Schumacher, Good Work, 1980, London: Sphere Books, p 1 . 
73  Gill, A Holy Tradition of Working, p121. 
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with care and skill and with an eye to beauty in a contemplative manner, as was 

always the case until the industrialization of work took place. Thus, the 
psychological problems that are manifesting themselves in the developing world — 

in countries that had hitherto remained free of such afflictions — are yet another 

side-effect of the imposition of industry-related jobs on societies. Like Gill and 

Sherrard, Wendell Berry emphasizes the importance of the sacred in work, and 

how the materialistic view of things is indifferent to spiritual concerns: He 

considers that "for human beings the spiritual and the practical are, and should be, 

inseparable. Alone, practicality becomes dangerous; spirituality, alone, becomes 

feeble and pointless... Each is the other's discipline, in a sense, and in good work 

the two are joined." 74  

The loss of sacredness is creating a world bereft of compassion for one's fellow 

human-beings, or concern for their welfare. And a world has emerged that has 

little regard for the health and welfare of the animal and plant kingdom either, 

both of which are rearranged, drenched with chemicals, or dismembered for 

scientific research. As the poet Wordsworth once observed: 'we murder to 

dissect. The legacy of Francis Bacon's eulogy that science must control nature, 

constrain her, and seek out every crevice to find out her secrets, is a world that has 

gone far beyond anything that could have been imagined at the beginning of the 

Scientific Revolution. Adhering devotedly to Bacon's urgings, modern science 

has produced technology that is barbaric in itself. 

J. Robert Oppenheimer seems to have recognized this fact when he confessed, 

after witnessing the explosion of an atomic weapon - which, as a prominent 

member of the Manhattan Project, he helped to produce - that he had 'known sin'. 

But, as Roszak points out, "... he and all his colleagues knew from the beginning 

what lay waiting at the end of the project. And which was the stronger flavor, the 

74  Berry, Standing on Earth, pxiii. 
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sin, or the satisfaction of having stolen fire from the gods?"" Such actions tend 

to confirm John Ralston Saul's observation that once humankind dispossessed 

itself of a belief in the one faculty that kept it connected to a transcendent realm it 

was set adrift and had only itself and its own mortality to dwell upon. As a 

result, "...mans' fear of mortality has been freed to roam in a manner not seen for 

two millennia."' And, in a way that would seem ironic from the point of view of 

the traditionalists, the Church, itself, since Vatican II, has encouraged the modem 

scientific enterprise. In a litany given on the occasion of the landing of the first 
astronauts on the moon, Montini, Pope Paul VI, declared: 

'Honour to Man, honour to thought, honour to science, honour to technique, 
honour to work, honour to the boldness of man, honour to the synthesis of 
scientific and organizing ability of man who unlike other animals, knows 
how to give his spirit and his manual dexterity these instruments of conquest. 
Honour to man, king of the earth, and today Prince of heaven.. .77 

There is little doubt that the Roman Church has developed a humanistic pride by 

embracing modernism, an ideology that is at odds with the traditional teachings of 

Christ which placed emphasis on humility. The imagery in Montini's vision of 

the conquest of nature by 'man' appears to echo the thoughts of Francis Bacon 

several centuries earlier. Roszak argues that "Christianity has paid dearly for the 

small-mindedness of its inherited orthodoxies. It has had to stand by and watch 

an increasingly secularized science expand to fill the vacuum Christian theology 

left in the imaginative capacities of its society."' Prince Charles observes that: 
Religion and science have become separated, and science has attempted to 
separate the natural world from God, with the result that it has fragmented 
the cosmos and placed the sacred into a separate, and secondary, compartment 
of our understanding, divorced from the practical day to day world of man... 
The Western world has lost a sense of the wholeness of our environment, and 
of our inalienable responsibility for the whole of creation. This has led to an 
increasing failure to appreciate or understand tradition and the wisdom of our 
forebears accumulated over the centuries." 

Roszak, Where the Wasteland Ends, p212 (my italics). 
76  John Ralston Saul, Voltaire's Bastards: The Dictatorship of Reason in the West, 1993, Toronto: 
Penguin, p452. 
77 Paul VI, Doct. Cath. No. 1580, January 21, 1971, quoted in Rama Coomeraswamy, The 
Destruction of the Christian Tradition, 1981, London: Perennial Books, p95. 
78  Roszalc, Where the Wasteland Ends, p214-215. 
" H.R.H. The Prince of Wales, 'The Sacred in Modern Life', a speech given to The Investcorp 
Dinner, London, July 10, 1996, <www.princeofwales.gov.uldspeeches/religion > 
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This chapter has endeavoured to show that the loss of tradition and the 'wisdom of 

our forebears' is evidenced by the ecological crisis the world now faces. But more 

importantly, that the loss of this wisdom has been the fundamental cause of the 

crisis in the first place. The demise of the sacred occurred with the rise of the 

mechanistic worldview during the Scientific Revolution, and although a few 
scientists (especially physicists) are becoming aware that the modem scientific 

worldview may be limited, it serves business and industry well to ignore this fact 

and continue with the rape and pillage of nature. 

The following two chapters look closely at the path the West has taken since 

abandoning the sacred vision of humanity and the cosmos once held by 

Christianity. They represent the end result of a humanistic, materialistic outlook, 

and expose as a myth the belief that this path could ever lead us to anything but a 

deterioration of the human condition and an ever-deepening crisis. 

*** 
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CHAPTER 4 

'THE REIGN OF QUANTITY' 

Rationalism, being the denial of every principle superior to 
reason, brings with it as a 'practical' consequence the exclusive 
use of reason, but of reason blinded so to speak by the very 
fact that it has been isolated from the pure and transcendent 
intellect... As soon as it has lost all effective communication 
with the supra-individual intellect reason cannot but tend more 
and more towards the lowest level.., plunging ever more deeply 
into 'materiality'.., and its ever more rapid descent cannot fail 
to lead at last to what has been called the 'reign ofquantity'. 

Rene Guenon, 1945. 

In the mid-twentieth century the traditionalist, Rene Guenon, warned that 

rationalism - a belief in the supremacy of reason - had become a "dogma", which 

excluded all metaphysical knowledge. 1  The end result would be a 'reign of 

quantity' which, he felt, would lead to a global crisis of enormous proportions. 

Foreseeing dangers on the path along which Western nations were proceeding as 
early as 1927, when he wrote The Crisis of the Modern World, Guenon suggested 

that Western materialism may prove to be not only destructive to the West but, if 

imposed upon Eastern cultures, could be even more dangerous, since the adoption 

by the East of the West's science and technology might only be 
...as a weapon to enable them to resist the invasion of the West and to 
safeguard their own existence. It should be clearly understood that this 
is bound to be so: Orientals who bring themselves to consider economic 
competition with the West, despite the repugnance they feel for this kind 
of activity, can do so only with one purpose, to rid themselves of a foreign 
domination that is based on mere brute force and on the material power that 
industry itself supplies... 2  

It is debatable whether developing countries, at the beginning of the third 

millenium, do feel the repugnance that Guenon suggested, since not just Western 

goods but Western values have been infiltrating most countries for several , 

decades. It would be safe to say, however, that there are growing numbers of 

'Rene Guenon, The Reign of Quantity and the Signs of the Times, 1995 (1945), New York: Sophia 
Perennis et Universalis, pill. 
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people in various countries who are against the policies now being imposed upon 

them by their governments in order to join the global marketplace, and resent the 

economic reforms being implemented on the advice of such organizations as the 

World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Trade Organization. 

As we saw in the previous two chapters, the loss of wisdom in Western 
civilization resulted in an overextended reason, and with the demise of the 

sacred came a view of the World as a repository of materials to be used in any 

manner we wish. From the concentration on matter arose a science of 

materialism, one that learned how to manipulate the matter of the world for 

material benefit. By the nineteenth century science was driving an industrial 

machine that was accelerating the conversion of the raw materials of the world 

into energy and products for Western civilization. As Guenon argued: 
Industry.., has become the reason for and justification of science... 
What the modern world has striven after with all its power, even 
when it has claimed in its own way to pursue science, is really 
nothing else than the development of industry and machinery. 3  

This chapter explores the ideas that arose in the Western world and gave birth 

to the modern economic rationalist paradigm that prevails today and drives the 

globalization process. The aim will be to establish the underlying tenets 

which have helped to create the ideology of 'progress and growth' and preserve 
this modern myth. 

The pursuit of science, and the industrial world it produced, brought about a 

conviction that humanity was progressing toward a bright and better future. 

According to Carolyn Merchant, "much has been made of the concept of 

progress in Western society, through which standards of living for 'all mankind' 

2  Rene Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern World, 1996 (1927), New York: Sophia Perennis et 
Universalis, p128-129. 
3  Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern World, pp125 - 126. 
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are presumably improved". 4  In Bacon's New Atlantis, "progress was placed in 
the hands of a group of scientists and technicians who studied nature altered by 

'the mechanical arts' and 'the hand of man' that her secrets might be utilized to 

benefit society." 5  According to Merchant: 
the idea of scientific progress has been associated with the rise of 
technology and 'the requirements of early capitalistic economy' by 
scholars who have argued that the idea of cooperation and the sharing 
of knowledge for both the construction of theory and the public good 
stemmed from the intellectual attitudes of sixteenth-century master 
craftsman, mechanical engineers, and a few academic scholars and 
humanists. 6  

Merchant maintains that "the sixteenth-century groups that evolved the concept 

of progress are the same groups that right up until the present have pressed for 

increased growth and development: entrepreneurs, military engineers, humanist 

academics, and scientists and technicians."' 

The Enlightenment strongly promoted the idea of humanity moving inexorably 

forward, and by the nineteenth century the Victorians had accepted the 
inevitability of progress. 8  This, in turn, was given a boost by science in the 
form of Darwin's evolutionary theories which seemed to demonstrate that 

humanity had evolved from far humbler origins, and progressed into what 

exists today. Although, initially, the general public found it difficult to equate 

these ideas with their religious beliefs, a number of intellectuals at the time 

drew "...an analogy between the competitive spirit of the free-market economy 

as the driving force behind social and economic progress and Darwin's concept 
of natural selection as the driving force behind evolution." 9  Through the 

exploration of matter, science was able to validate its existence, since its very 

methods seemed positively to demonstrate that humanity was progressing and 

therefore that science must be part of that progress. Since science both 

4  Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature, 1983, San Francisco: Harper and Row, p179. 
5  Merchant, The Death of Nature, p180. 
6  Merchant, The Death of Nature, p179. 
7  Merchant, The Death of Nature, pp179-180. 
8  Michael Denton, Evolution: A theory in crisis, 1986, London: Burnett Books, p70. 
9  Denton, Evolution: A theory in crisis, p70. 
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permits and fosters material growth, tends to exclude a non-materialist view of 

reality, and has become inextricably linked with the ideology of progress, it 

can be argued that it has played a large part in shaping the modern Western 
worldview. 

The rise of modern science and technology in the West has created within the 

American and European psyche, however, a mentality of superiority - a mentality 

reinforced by the success of that technology and the numerous wars and 

conquests, and the period of colonial expansion, of recent history. Despite the 

fact that many developing countries have very rich cultures, the West invariably 

sees these as inferior to its own. Hence the assumptions of Eurocentrism: the 

belief that because modern science is a product of the post-Renaissance in 

Europe, then "... everything else European is universal also". I°  Yet, the basis of 

this Eurocentrism is actually fallacious, since, although the Western world takes it 

for granted that pure and applied science sprang fully formed from the body of the 

European Renaissance, in actual fact "... there had been a long preparation of 

centuries which had seen the absorption by all Europe of Arabic learning, Indian 

thought, and Chinese technology." Il  That the Islamic, Indian, Chinese and other 
traditional cultures may once have been scientifically more 'advanced' than the 

West is not generally recognized today within Western nations, and certainly not 

by those who seek to manipulate such cultures for their own interests. Yet 

without the technological innovations of other nations at the time, the European 

voyages of discovery and exploration by men like Columbus may not have been 

possible, since not only did the magnetic compass and the sternpost rudder come 

from China, but the multiple masts came from India and Indonesia, and the mizen 

lateen sail from the seafarers of Islam.I2 

10 Joseph Needham, Within the Four Seas, 1979, London: George Allen & Unwin, p13. 
11  Needham, Within the Four Seas, p16. 
12  Needham, Within the Four Seas, p20. 
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China had shown the lead in developing systems of classifications of plants, 
animals and diseases long before the Renaissance. 13  Chinese medicine dates 
back over twenty-three centuries, and the first book on Chinese healing was 
published in 400AD. One of the greatest gifts to the world from China was the 
invention of block printing, the first book printed by blocks said to have been a 
religious text in the mid-ninth century. In addition, China had invented the 
movable type method of printing in the eleventh century, several centuries earlier 
than John Gutenberg (1397-1468) in Europe, whilst the Koreans had expertise in 
"...printing with copper or bronze founts at the end of the fourteenth century." 14  

In contrast, as Sherrard points out, "the period from the second century AD to the 
fifth century AD which saw the rise of Christianity, and which in Buddhist India 
was Marked by astonishing developments in the artistic, political and military 
fields, was marked in the West by a technical decline so great that the Emperor 
Julian the Apostate could accuse the Christians of ruining the Empire's 
industry." 15  And before the recovery in the twelfth and thirteen centuries of the 
ancient science and philosophy that Islam had so carefully preserved, the West 
had to be content with the "... meagre fragments of the Roman schools heaped 
together in the compilations of Martianus Capella, Bede, and Isidore" 16, together 
with certain technical treatises that had been saved from oblivion. That recovery - 
which included the works of Hippocrates, Galen, the mathematics and astronomy 
of the Arabs, and the whole body of Aristotle's writings, plus what the Arabs had 
gleaned from the Orient and from their own observation - came mainly through 
Spain. 17  The work of translating the ancient texts took place in northern Spain, 

13  Needham, Within the Four Seas, p20 (n2). 
14  Needham, Within the Four Seas; pp18-19. 
15  Philip Sherrard, 'Modern Science and the Dehumanization of Man', Studies in Comparative 
Religion, Vol. 10, No. 2, Spring 1976, p81. 
'6  CH Haskins, Studies in the History of Medieval Science, 1927, Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, p3. 
17  Spain was not the only route by which ancient texts reached the West. One intermediary was 
Sicily where the Arabs had ruled for nearly two hundred years - from 902-1091 - and there was 
also a large body of science and philosophy derived directly from the Greek. Nevertheless, 
according to Haskins, the broad fact remains that the Arabs of Spain were the principal source of 
the new learning for western Europe. 
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and was centred around Toledo: 
'At this ancient centre of scientific teaching were to be found a wealth 
of Arabic books and a number of masters of the two tongues, and with 
the help of these Mozarabs and resident Jews there arose a regular 
school for the translation of Arabic-Latin science which drew from all 
lands those who thirsted for knowledge, and left the signature of Toledo 
on many of the most famous versions of Arabic leaming.' I8  

Men of various nationalities translated the texts into the language of their own 
country. For instance, Gerard of Cremona, Alfred the Englishman, Michael Scot, 

and Hermann the German are listed by Roger Bacon as the principal translators 

from the Arabic; and Jews, both orthodox and converted, played a large part in 

the work of translation, all working in Spain early in the thirteenth century. °  

Without the knowledge that came from these, mainly Arabic, sources Europe 

would not have moved out of the medieval age in the way it did. However, in 

doing so it forgot the debt it owed to Arabic culture and other cultures of the 

world. Joseph Needham argues that because of such ignorance there is an urgent 

need to understand the works of other cultures, though it appears that: 
Christian civilization shows no better Christian humility today than 
it did at the time of the Crusades, when yet the civilization of Islam 
was on the whole a higher one than that of Europe. But a self-esteem 
then merely absurd is today a grave menace to all human beings. 2°  

As far as Needham is concerned, the sense of superiority developed within the 

European psyche appears to be what is fuelling the belief of many Europeans and 

Americans today that they have a duty - or a mission - "...to unify the world". 21  

As Gai Eaton has remarked: 
The arrogance of the West in relation to other cultures is decently 
cloaked in our time, for this is an age of polite falsities; but it has 
not been outgrown. The fact that non-Europeans are expected to 
adopt Western patterns of Government and 'post-Christian' morality 
(as enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations) is evidence of this. 22  

18  V. Rose (1874), cited in Haskins, Studies in the History of Medieval Science, p12. 
18  Rose, cited in Haskins, Studies in the History of Medieval Science, ppl5 & 17. 
20 Needham, Within the Four Seas, p12. 
21  Needham, Within the Four Seas, p26. 
22  Gai Eaton, King of the Castle: Choice and Responsibility in the Modern Workt 1990, 
Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, p165. 
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The psychology of dominance "... has been the direct result of that vast power 

over nature which the scientific movement of the Renaissance brought forth." 23  

The equating of power with superiority of civilization may well be something 

unique to the modern West. As Robert Cecil observes: 

... we have today the idea... that the culture of the country, or the 
continent in the case of Europe, which is stronger in terms of 
technology, weaponry and political organization, must also have a 
culture superior to that of the country, or group of countries - often 
we call them developing countries - which do not possess the same 
technological and other advantages. This is, in fact, a comparatively 
modern idea; the Romans, for example, although in political and 
economic terms, in organization and so on, much stronger than the 
Greeks, were quite prepared to admit that Greek culture was superior 
to their own."24  

During the Classical Period, then, "... the assumption was not made that, because 

you could outfight other peoples, therefore you also had a culture which was 
superior to theirs."25  To believe that European/North American culture is 

superior to others, including those of ancient civilizations, is overbearing and 

presumptuous. Needham suggests that trans-national problems can never be 

solved whilst they are only considered from a European perspective: 
Many people in Western Europe and European America suffer from 
what may be called spiritual pride. They are firmly convinced that 
their own form of civilization is the only universal form. In deep 
ignorance of the intellectual and social conceptions and traditions 
of other peoples, they think it quite natural to impose upon them their 
own ideas and customary practices, whether of law, of democratic 
society, or of political institutions. Yet they propagate a culture which 
is somewhat self-contradictory, for Europe has never fully succeeded 
in reconciling the material and the spiritual, the rational and the romantic. 
And their way of life tends to corrode and destroy those of neighbouring 
cultures, some of which may embody saner values. 26  

23  Needham, Within the Four Seas, p28. 
24  Robert Cecil, Cultural Imperialism, 1971, Tunbridge Wells: Institute for Cultural Research, pl. 
25  Cecil, Cultural Imperialism, pl. 
26  Nn, Within the Four Seas, pp11-12. 
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Because, in the West, the modernization process, in the form of 

industrialization, has become focussed on quantity and not quality, it has 
resulted in an alienation of humankind not only from an understanding of the 

archetypal ideas that exist in the world in the form of traditional patterns, but 

from an understanding of the aims and purposes of human life. This is no 

better illustrated than in the modern cities of today, which, as Kathleen Raine 

observes, whilst providing a certain 'standard of living' in matters of housing, 

amenities, water-supply, sanitation and the rest, lack any trace of beauty. As 

she states, in the modern world "there may be stupendous works in terms of 

size, productivity, efficiency, but the soul is starved." 27  The beautiful 

traditional buildings in the cities of old, which included various civic buildings, 

churches, mosques, temples, and the tombs of Islamic or Christian saints, all 

expressed an archetypal pattern and embodied sacredness, and this is what is 

missing in the vision of modernity. An example of this loss of archetypal 

pattern can be found in the contemporary architecture of hospital buildings. 

Perhaps in no other buildings, apart from religious ones, is it so essential to 

embody elements which are not in conflict with their purpose. Yet, as Prince 

Charles mentions in the introduction to a report prepared by Keith Critchlow 

and Jon Allen on hospital architecture: "I think I may not be alone in believing 

that too many of our contemporary hospitals lack a quality that can only be 

described as 'the beauty of wholeness'." 28  On visiting a patient in one of the 

major London hospitals, he admitted to "...feeling deeply depressed in spirit by 

its soullessness, and by the total absence of those dimensions and proportions 

which tend to enhance an atmosphere of healing." 29  The modern design of 

hospital buildings may show great technical skill, and serve a functional need 

from the point of view of the hospital administrators and health-care 

professionals, but its lack of beauty of design can have an alienating and 

77  Kathleen Raine, Golgonooza: City of Imagination, 1991, Ipswich, England: Golgonooza Press, 
p118. 
's  HRH The Prince of Wales, in Keith Critchlow and Jon Allen, The Whole Question of Health: 
An Enquiry into Architectural First Principles in the Designing of Health-care Buildings, 1994, 
London: The Prince of Wales's Institute of Architecture, pvii. 
29  HRH The Prince of Wales, in Critchlow and Allen, The Whole Question of Health, pvii. 
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depressing effect on the patient whose main purpose for being in such a place 

is to be 'healed'. In seeking a more holistic form of health care, and the 

incorporation of the values of proportion into the design of buildings, 

Critchlow and Allen point out that "...without the sense or reality of beauty 

how can we claim that our buildings are complete, truly fit for human use, 

wholesome and comprehensive, incorporating the very wholeness that lies 

beneath the etymological meaning and, arguably, also the establishment and 

maintenance of, health?"3°  

The sense of alienation that many people experience in hospital because of the 

loss of wholeness, extends beyond the hospital doors into the modem cities of 

today. Here, a sense of soullessness also prevails, brought about by a loss of 

those archetypal dimensions and proportions so essential to the enrichment of 

the lives of most people. In contrast, in the city of traditional cultures there is 

a sense of familiarity, a sense of 'being at home', for its architecture is often 

symbolic in design, tied to the practical and spiritual needs of its people. 
Although the modem industrial world has built many technically impressive 

buildings, one cannot compare the architectural splendours of Chartres 
Cathedral in France, Sancta Sophia or the Blue Mosque in Turkey, or the 

Alhambra in Andalusia, with the Millenium Dome in England, or the United 

Nations Headquarters in the United States. Modern technological expertise, 

as Raine suggests, "...does not address the soul, does not speak to, or from, the 
archetype". 31  

The extreme end-product of a society that has reduced all values to the material is 

the creation of a system of thought that recognizes only quantitative value as 

being of relevance in today's society. Modern psychology has been both a victim 

30 Critchlow and Allen, The Whole Question of Health, p5. 
31  Raine, Golgonooza: City of Imagination, p119. 
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of this thought, and instrumental in its continuation, with its focus on a 

behaviourism which uses analytical methods to break down the individual into 
"...factors and traits of personality [and] into types, complexes, and 

temperaments, attempting to track the secret of individuality to substrata of brain 

matter and selfish genes... At its most bold, and most barren, psychology accounts 

for the uniqueness of each by a hypothesis of random statistical chance." 32  Units 
of behaviour are measured and correlated mathematically in order to gain what 

behaviourists consider to be valid information about a person or a group of 

people. On a limited scale such methods may produce interesting results. 

However, this quantitative method of endeavouring to understand the human 
psyche has resulted in a 'psychologism'. As Titus Burckhardt points out: • 

...modem psychology behaves like every other science: it passes judgements and 
believes in their validity, and in this connection it leans unwittingly, and without 
admitting it, on an innate certainty: indeed, if we can observe that the psychic is 
'subjective', in the sense of being dominated by a certain egocentric bias that 
imposes on it certain limits, or by a particular 'colouring', this is because there is 
something in us which is not subject to these limits and tendencies, but which 
transcends them and in principle dominates them. This something is the intellect, 
and it is the intellect that normally provides us with the criteria which alone can 
shed light on the fluctuating and uncertain world of the psyche; this is obvious, 
but it nevertheless remains totally outside modem scientific and philosophical 
thinlcing. 33  

Consequently, modern psychology is inadequate to the task of describing the 

world of the soul, because it is based on empiricism and Cartesianism, and the 

soul can only be truly known by what transcends it. According to Stanislav Grof, 

the atheistic, mechanistic and materialistic worldview that now permeates 

Western thought leads to "... insatiable needs, competitive drives, and ambitions 

that no achievement can satisfy. On a collective scale, such a human condition 

leads to alienation from nature, an orientation toward 'unlimited growth,' and an 

obsession with objective and quantitative parameters of existence. This way of 

being in the world is ultimately destructive and self-destructive on both the 

32  James Hillman, The Soul's Code: In Search of Character and Calling, 1996, Sydney: Random 
House, pll. 
33  Titus Burckhardt, Mirror of the Intellect, 1987, Cambridge: Quinta Essentia, p46. 
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individual and the collective planes." 34  And, as Guenon warned, an obsession 

with quantitative values may eventually lead to the downfall of our civilization. 

The 'way of thinking' in Western society that has reduced all values to the 

material and the quantitative has resulted in an ideology of 'economic rationalism' 
that comes under various guises, such as "...neoclassical, neoliberal, or libertarian 

economics; neoliberalism, market capitalism, or market liberalism." 35  In 

Australia and New Zealand, Michael Pusey has popularized the term 'economic 

rationalism' in his book Economic Rationalism in Canberra. 36  According to 

David Korten, however, "... in most countries - including the United States - it 

goes without a generally recognized name. Unnamed, it goes undebated - its 

underlying assumptions unexamined." 37  Prior to World War II "... economics 

was a discipline in which there were several grand competing schools of 

thought." 38  What emerged as a result of the shift in thinking after the end of the 

war was 'rational economic man', "...the depersonalised human who turns the 

wheels of the economic machine." 39  

According to the economist, Clive Hamilton, "the dominance of neoclassical 

economics was related to the shift in world economic supremacy from Europe 

(especially Britain) to the United States. In the post-war era the prescriptions of 

neoclassical economics were consistent with the domestic and global economic 

policies of the USA." 4°  According to neoclassical economics, a freeing-up of 

markets around the world will be of great benefit to everyone, and will allow for a 

modernization of cultures globally. This modernization of developing countries, 

34  Stanislav Grof, Beyond the Brain, 1985, New York: State University of New York Press, p368. 
35  David Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, 1995, London: Earthscan, p72. 
36  Michael Pusey, 1991, Economic Rationalism in Canberra: A Nation-Building State Changes its 
Mind, Sydney: Cambridge University Press. 
37 Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, p72. 
38  Clive Hamilton, The Mystic Economist, 1994, Canberra: Willow Park Press, p13. 
39  Hamilton, The Mystic Economist, p20. 
4°  Hamilton, The Mystic Economist, p13. 
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and the introduction of economic reforms which have already been implemented 

by governments in Western nations, are said to be necessary in order to extend 

free trade worldwide. According to David Morris, however, "free trade is less 

an economic strategy than a moral doctrine. Although it pretends to be value-

free, it is fundamentally value driven." 41  Communities abandon self-reliance in 

order to embrace dependence, and take on the ideology that competition is 
superior to cooperation. 

Central to modern 'free market' economies is, of course, the idea of 'growth'. As 

Richard Douthwaite suggests, "modern industrial man regards economic 

growth... as synonymous with progress, and thus sacred. It is seen as providing a 

veritable panacea for all our problems, and signalling the path that we must 

religiously follow in order to create a material and technological paradise here on 
Earth.  "42 All the problems the world now faces are interpreted by economists as 

being due to insufficient growth. However: 
it is not the results of growth that are important to the people who 
make it happen. What matters is the process itself; and the more of 
that process there is, the better politicians and business people like it. 
Growth means change. More rapid growth means even more change; 
more change means more market opportunities to be turned into profits. 
And more profits are not only the system's motivating force but the 
source of the financial resources needed for it to grow faster still. For 
a company director, corporate growth creates a virtuous circle with 
increased profits leading to increased investment leading to more 
growth, more profit and more investment still. For his ally, the 
politician, national growth means more tax revenues to spend and 
more influence in the world. 43  

Because "the growth imperative works on Darwinian principles; it ensures that 

only the fastest-growing businesses and nations survive."" Locked into such a 

system, rational economic man no longer can envisage an alternative way. 

41  David Morris, 'Free Trade: The Great Destroyer', in (ed. Ralph Nader) The Case Against 'Free 
Trade', 1993, San Francisco: Earth Island Press, p139. 
42  Richard Douthwaite, The Growth Illusion: How Economic Growth has Enriched the Few, 
Impoverished the Many, and Endangered the Planet, 1992, Bideford: Green Books, pxi. 
43  Douthwaite, The Growth Illusion, p18. 
44 Douthwaite, The Growth Illusion, p21. 
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For Korten, "economic rationalism gives the free-market ideology its intellectual 

legitimacy, and the coalition formed around the ideology gives economists a 

powerful political base."45  He explains the main beliefs espoused by free-market 

ideologues thus: 
Sustained economic growth... is the path to human progress. Free markets, 
unrestrained by government, generally result in the most efficient and socially 
optimal allocation of resources. Economic globalization, achieved by removing 
barriers to the free flow of goods and money anywhere in the world, spurs 
competition, increases economic efficiency, creates jobs, lowers consumer prices, 
increases consumer choice, increases economic growth, and is generally 
beneficial to almost everyone. Privatization, which moves functions and assets 
from governments to the private sector, improves efficiency.' 

Added to this is the belief that "the primary responsibility of government is to 

provide the infrastructure necessary to advance commerce and enforce the rule of 

law with respect to property rights and contraets." 47  The pre-eminent 'truth' of 
neoclassical economics is that "...welfare will be maximized when markets are 

free... Each piece of policy advice today is underwritten by the assumption that 

free markets will produce the best outcome." 48  Besides this there is a 'utilitarian' 

belief that "if the net utility of the gainers from an action or a development 

outweighs the net disutility of the losers then society benefits from the action and 

it should go ahead." 49  But, as we shall see in the following chapter, decisions 

based on this premise are not in the best interests of society in the long term, and 

are destructive to the cohesion and well-being of the planet. 

Although economic rationalists revere Adam Smith for his epic work The Wealth 
of Nations (1776), his ideal society was not one driven by corporate interests as, 

generally speaking, it is today. It was one of small buyers and sellers. Smith 

45  Konen, When Corporations Rule the World, p72. 
46  Korten, When Corporations Rule the Wor14 p70. 
47  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, p70. 
48  Hamilton, The Mystic Economist, p14. 
49  Hamilton, The Mystic Economist, p18. 
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advocated a system that operated under the assumption that economic power 

would have a significant degree of equality, and "...never advocated a moral 

philosophy in defense of unrestrained greed. He was talking about small farmers 

and artisans trying to get the best price for their products to provide for 

themselves and their families. That is self-interest — not greed." 5°  Korten 

contrasts Smith's idea of what constitutes a reasonable self-interest with that of 
the modern corporate executive who considers "...firing 10,000 employees and 

then rewarding himself with a multimillion-dollar bonus for having saved the 

company so much money. Greed is what the economic system being constructed 

by the corporate libertarians encourages and rewards." 5I  Smith was opposed to 
any kind of monopoly power, or the fixing of a price above its natural one, and 

believed that the holding of trade secrets went against the principles of a 'free 

market'. He would have considered it anathema, for instance, "...that a major 

corporation might have exclusive control over a lifesaving drug or device and 
therefore charge whatever the market will bear... "52  

In contrast to the type of small-scale 'free market' economy envisaged by Smith 

the modem world's 'free market' ideology is based upon the belief that 

competitive behaviour is more rational than cooperative behaviour, and it includes 
the belief that humans are motivated by a desire to acquire as much money and as 

many goods as they can. Consequently, as Hamilton suggests: 
The essential distortion of the economists' way of constructing the world 
lies in the very construction of the individual and the relationship of 
individuals to their world rather than in the content or the logic of the 
individual's preferences. This is the most important point. In essence, the 
human agent is reduced by economics to a repository of instrumentalist 
desires which generate a series of actions; these actions result in quanta of 
happiness, a thing which is deposited into the place occupied by the individual.53 

50  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, p75. 
51 Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, p75. 
52  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, pp74-75. 
53  Hamilton, The Mystic Economist, p21. 
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Instead of 'free trade' being a panacea for world economic problems, in reality it allows - 

huge corporations to take over local economies, to set up business anywhere with very 

few restrictions, and to take advantage of lower labour costs and less environmental 

regulations than they would have to accede to in their own countries. The movement of 

corporations into a developing country not only produces unemployment in the 

corporation's home country, but often displaces people in the new host society from 

traditional occupations. Some of the consequences of free trade are quite disturbing, for 

the opening up of economies in the developing world makes it far easier for 

corporations to market products there that have been banned in the West, such as certain 

pesticides and pharmaceuticals. 54  Besides this, as David Korten remarks: 
In the quest for economic growth, free-market ideology has been embraced 
around the world with the fervor of a fundamentalist religious faith. Money 
is its sole measure of value, and its practice is advancing policies that 
are deepening social and environmental disintegration everywhere. 
The economics profession serves as its priesthood. It champions 
values that demean the human spirit, it assumes an imaginary world 
divorced from reality, and it is restructuring our institutions of governance 
in ways that make our , most fundamental problems more difficult to resolve. 
Yet to question its doctrine has become virtual heresy, invoking risk of 
professional censure and damage to one's career in most institutions of 
business, government, and academia. 55  

This unwillingness to take risks and question the wisdom of the free-market 

ideology has allowed for some disturbing developments, such as the creation of 

centres of political and economic power able to so manipulate the use of material 

resources and the flow of capital that they have become a significant factor in the 

potential breakdown of cultures and living systems on the planet. The 

amalgamation of large multinationals has created mega-corporations, especially in 

the United States, whilst many banks have also amalgamated and become global 

in scope, and with those amalgamations have come 'down-sizing' - relieving 

people hitherto employed in the industry of their jobs - more costs to the public 

54  Barbara Dinham, 'FAO and Pesticides: Promotion or Proscription?', The Ecologist, Vol. 21, No. 
2, 1991, p61. 
55  Konen, When Corporations Rule the World, p69. 
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in the form of new or higher banking fees, and higher profits for banks themselves 

and their shareholders. 

Korten claims that "at least three major constituencies - economic rationalists, 

market liberals, and members of the corporate class - have formed a powerful 

political alliance committed to advancing a shared ideological agenda with a 

dogmatic fervor."56  This should concern us all, because: 
in the name of individual freedom, this alliance advances an ideological 
doctrine most accurately described as corporate libertarianism, because 
its consequence is to place the rights and freedoms of corporations ahead 
of the rights and freedoms of individuals. Presented as an economic 
agenda, it is in truth agovernance agenda. Who will have the power to 
rule, and to what end?' 7  

This aspect of globalization needs to be seriously addressed, as it has potentially 

far-reaching consequences, one of which could be a future where plutocracy 

reigns instead of democracy. 

The original mission of those concerned with spreading a globalized economy 

around the world was said to be the alleviation of poverty. But since the 

globalization of the economy can only come about if the 'developing' world takes 

on Western values, this action will inevitably result in a corrosion of individual 

cultures, and a destruction of sustainable lifestyles and local economies, spiritual 

traditions and more sensitive attitudes towards nature. As nations come under 

the influence of Western-led financial institutions they abandon self-reliance and 

embrace dependence, whilst at the same time relinquishing the capacity to 

produce an extensive and varied range of goods in favour of a few, importing 

what is needed and exporting what is produced, 58  in accordance with the free-

trade doctrine of 'comparative advantage'. At the same time, as Ralph Nader 

argues, "operating under the deceptive banner of 'free' trade, multinational 

corporations are working hard to expand their control over the international 

56 Korten, When Corporations Rule the World p72. 
57  Korten, When Corporations Rule the World, p74. 
58 	

• 'Free Free Trade: The Great Destroyer', p141. 
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community and to undo vital health, safety, and environmental protections won 

by citizen movements across the globe in recent decades."59  That such trade is 

called 'free' is, therefore, questionable. 

Encouraged by the apparent success of modern science and technology in the 

West, the leaders of developing nations around the world have come to believe 

that unless they follow the Western path towards industrial progress and growth 

their countries will suffer severe deprivation. Tragically, they are caught in a 

double-bind, for if they do modernize, although there will be benefits to a small 

percentage of the populace, there will at the same time be large-scale upheaval 

and suffering. On the other hand, if they do not modernize they will be subject to 

the sanctions of those trying to expand globalized trade, who see any countries 

which do not acquiesce as 'protectionist', and who will threaten such countries 

with isolation from the international community unless they join the 'free market'. 

They will be seen in negative terms as dissident cultures with static economic 

systems and lagging behind the times, rather than more positively as cultures 

devoted above all to sustainability and concern for the well-being of their local 

populations. 

To suggest that a more sustainable form of development is urgently needed 

because of the planet's predicament is seen as 'irrational' by those favouring 
'economic rationalism' and a global economy, for it is believed that since 

technology and science have allowed a progression this far, then more technology 

will provide the answers to the present crisis. The "homilies" about technology, 

as Jerry Mander states, include the belief that "...technology will free humans 

from disease, strife, and unremitting toil." 60  It is considered essential to move 

59  Ralph Nader, 'Introduction: Free Trade and the Decline of Democracy' in (ed. Ralph Nader) 
The Case Against Free Trade, 1993, San Francisco: Earth Island Press, p1. 
60 Jerry Mander, In the Absence of the Sacred: The Failure of Technology, 1991, San Francisco: 
Sierra Club, p2. 
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forward, developing new and better forms of technology, whilst those opposing it 

risk being labelled 'Luddites' — a reference to 'Ned Ludd's' anti-industrialization 

movement, which opposed the destruction of cottage industries as technology 

took over the work of people in the nineteenth century in England. But as 

Mander states, "... the assertion that technological society is something higher 

than what came before, and that it is bound to bring us a better world, has lately 

fallen open to grave doubts... Technotopia seems already to have failed, but 

meanwhile it continues to lurch forward, expanding its reach and becoming more 
arrogant and dangerous."6I  

As far as the West is concerned, 'developing nations' are 'backward'. It judges 

prosperity only in terms of the acquisition and consumption of material goods. 

It considers that the advantages of 'free trade' will outweigh any initial negative 

effects that may be experienced and it ventures the opinion that any such 
negatives will only occur in the short-term. There is no consideration of the side-

effects of 'globalization' on individuals or cultures that have values and priorities 

other than those presently occupying the mindsets of those advocates of Western-

led 'globalization' policies. It fails to see that spiritual traditions are central to 

the belief systems of many developing nations, for the spiritual beliefs of a culture 

are often seen by the West as unreasonably dogmatic; as having prevented the sort 

of science we have in the West today from emerging. It is not often considered 

that prior civilizations have deliberately chosen to avoid certain avenues of 

investigation precisely because of the dangers inherent within a system that is not 

informed by a spiritual view of the world. Yet this has been the case, as we shall 

see in chapter 6. 

The modern West fails to take into account the spiritual beliefs of other cultures 

because it has become largely secular itself, and therefore sees no particular 

relevance of such beliefs in the active and practical world of today. Although, 

according to David Ehrenfeld, humanism can mean dignity and the freedom of the 

61  Mulder, In the Absence of the Sacred, p7. 
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human spirit, the West has instead adopted a view of humanism that allows it 

"... to transform our original faith in a higher authority to faith in the power of 

reason and human capabilities." 62  As we have seen, the transfer of such 

allegiance has enabled the West to develop a science and technology divorced 

from any guiding principles. Kenneth Oldmeadow points out that: 
The humanist failure to recognise the transcendent dimension in human life 
and its indifference or hostility to the very idea of God has all manner of 
ramifications: it impoverishes our view of reality, breeds all kinds of false 
definitions of man, and produces a chimerical 'humanitarianism', as well 
as encouraging negative attitudes to the past and to tradition itself' 

Until recently the West, itself, retained the restraining influence of religion. 

Although the Enlightenment — so aptly named the Age of Reason - saw a rapid 

movement toward a materialist philosophy, it was still considered that an overt 

preoccupation with the material world in which we live was not particularly 

desirable. Certain traditional Christian moral concepts still operated so that ideas 

of excessive greed, and the recognition of the impact of that greed upon the rights 

and freedom of one's fellow humans, still influenced people's lives. However, 

the twentieth century saw the triumph in some quarters of a completely secular 

outlook, and this meant that the materialist philosophy could move unrestricted 

toward a this-worldly outlook, one in which "...humankind should live for itself 

because we have the power to do so, the capacity to enjoy such a life, and nothing 

else to live for.”64  The raison d'etre has become the acquisition of worldly goods 

and the gaining of the means (that is, monetary wealth) by which these could be 

acquired. Since wealth can only be gained through exploitation either of people 

or the environment, a materialist outlook has resulted in the accelerating 

destruction of the earth and traditional cultures. 

In the twenty-first century, the stage has now been reached where rampant 

industrialism is fuelled by an unsustainable economic system, the globalization of 

62  David Ehrenfeld, The Arrogance of Humanism, 1981, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pviii. 
63  Kenneth Oldmeadow, Traditionalism, 2000, Colombo: Sri Lanka Institute of Traditional 
Studies, p139. 

Ehrenfeld, The Arrogance of Humanism, p6. 
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which may bring the planet's former equilibrium to a dangerous imbalance. 

Despite the warnings contained within the two Reports to the Club of Rome (1972 
and 1975), in which it was emphasized that the West should not continue to 

pursue a policy of exponential growth, a policy of such growth on a global scale is 

. being pursued. The belief-system held by the West is that a global network of free 

trade, rather than a dependence upon local economies, will lead to progress and 

growth for all. Such a policy, it is argued, will be the answer to the problems the 

world now faces and will eradicate world poverty. The concerns of economists 
such as Michel Chossudovsky, 65  who believes that globalization will only lead to 

further poverty, are ignored. Instead of lessening its addiction to materialism, the 

West is increasing it and encouraging other nations to do likewise. As we saw in 

chapter . 1, it has now created an ecological crisis of unprecedented proportions. 

At a meeting of many of the world's religious leaders held in 1997, it was 

declared that "...environmental destruction must be regarded as a sin."66  Yet, 
those responsible for such destruction 

will do everything they can to preserve their paradigm or worldview in 
the face of knowledge that appears to undermine it, and hence will reject any 
propositions that conflict with it. The idea that to destroy the environment is a 
sin is not only irreconcilable with the effective secular religion that underlies the 
world-view of industrial humanity, it also threatens to undermine its most 
fundamental tenet, which is that science, technology and industry - perhaps allied 
with free trade - will create a material and technological paradise on Earth from 
which all the problems that have beset us over the centuries, such as poverty, 
disease, unemployment, homelessness, crime, drug-addiction ...will have 
been eliminated once and for all.°  

People may agree in principle that to 'destroy the environment is a sin', "...but it 

will only sink into their psyche, and its many implications be accepted and acted 

upon, if it is reconcilable with the world-view with which they have been 

65  See Michel Chossudovsky, The Globalisation of Poverty: Impacts of AIF and World Bank 
Reforms, 1997, Penang: Third World Network. 

Metropolitan John of Pergamon, cited in Edward Goldsmith, Religion at the Millennium', The 
Ecologist, Vol. 30, No. 1, January/February 2000, p4. 
67  Goldsmith, 'Religion at the Millenium', p4. 
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imbued,"68  and the modern worldview assumes at its core the inevitability and 

desirability of 'progress and growth'. The limits to growth are consequently 

denied. As the traditionalist writer, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, explains: 
The sense of domination over nature and a materialistic conception 
of nature on the part of modern man are combined.., with a lust and 
sense of greed which makes an ever greater demand upon the 
environment. Incited by the elusive dream of economic progress, 
considered as an end in itself, a sense of the unlimited power of man 
and his possibilities is developed, together with the belief, particularly 
well developed in America, of boundless and illimitable possibilities 
within things, as if the world of forms were not finite and bound by the 
very limits of those forms. 69  

Like the 'rational economists', politicians, and business leaders who cannot see 

that the economy is outgrowing ecosystems and that there are limits to growth, 
the general public is largely unaware that "...the world could be teetering on the 

brink of an unstoppable death plunge, a final environmental catastrophe."" 

That there are limits to growth is strongly argued by Lester Brown of the 

Worldwatch Institute: 
As the economy grows, pressures on the Earth's natural systems and 
resources intensify. From 1950 to 1997, the use of lumber tripled, that 
of paper increased sixfold, the fish catch increased nearly fivefold, grain 
consumption nearly tripled, fossil fuel burning nearly quadrupled, 
and air and water pollutants multiplied severalfold. The unfortunate 
reality is that the economy continues to expand, but the ecosystem on 
which it depends does not, creating an increasingly stressed relationship. 71  

This is also the view of Edward Goldsmith, whose journal The Ecologist has 

sought to widen the public's awareness of the pitfalls of present Western 

economic thinking. Goldsmith is critical of financial organizations such as the 

World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. He points out that, although 

the World Bank insists that the purpose of financing vast and highly destructive 

schemes in developing countries is to alleviate poverty, in reality such schemes 

68  Goldsmith, 'Religion at the Millenium', p4. 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Man and Nature. London: Unwin Hyman, 1990 (1968), pp18-19. 

" Douthwaite, The Growth Illusion, p183. 
71  Lester R. Brown, State of the World 1998: Worldwide Institute Report on Progress Towards a 
Sustainable Society, London: Earthscan, pp3-4. 
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have an extremely negative effect72  (argued more fully in the following chapter). 

It is also Goldsmith's view that the global economy is unstable, various countries 

around the world having suffered the near collapse of their economies in the last 

decades of the twentieth century. In 1998, even Wall Street was on the verge of 

collapse, and was saved only by the timely intervention of the US Federal Reserve 

Board Chairman, Alan Greenspan. 73 

An economic system that sees the quantity of goods and wealth as having higher 
value than the quality of life, and is complicit in the destruction of the equilibrium 

of the planet, can only have been devised by-a section of humanity that neither 

values the human being as a spiritual entity that has meaning and a purpose, nor 

reveres nature as anything other than a material resource to be raped and 
plundered. The economist, E.F. Schumacher, who championed a system of 

economics that placed more emphasis on the quality of life for people than on 

the quantity of goods one could acquire, argued for a more sustainable economy, 

one that remained in the hands of the people rather than giant organizations. He 
believed that: 

...the faith in modern man's omnipotence is wearing thin... More and more 
people are beginning to realise that 'the modem experiment' has failed. It 
received its early impetus by... the Cartesian revolution, which, with 
implacable logic, separated man from those Higher Levels that alone can 
maintain his hiimanity. 74  

Schumacher felt that it would be perilous for humankind to remain separated from 

those 'Higher Levels' of understanding. He believed that: 
The ability to see the Great Truth of the hierarchic structure of the 
world, which makes it possible to distinguish between higher and 
lower Levels of Being, is one of the indispensable conditions of 
understanding. Without it, it is not possible to find out where 
everything has its proper and legitimate place. Everything, 
everywhere, can be understood only when its Level of Being is 
fully taken into account. Many things are true at a low Level of 
Being and become absurd at a higher level, and of course vice versa. 75  

72  Edward Goldsmith, in Douthwaite, The Growth Illusion, pxi. 
73  Edward Goldsmith, 'The Fight Must Go On', The Ecologist, Vol. 30, No. 5, July/August 2000, 
p41. 
14  E.F. Schumacher, A Guide for the Perplexeg 1995 (1977), London: Little, Brown, pp158-9. 
75  Schumacher, A Guide for the Perplexeg pp22-23. 
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However, 'rational economic man' cannot perceive that there is a 'way of 

thinking' other than his own. As we saw in chapter 2, the loss of an 

understanding of the vertical dimension, of the sophia perennis, prevents most of 

humankind from accessing 'Higher Levels of Being', and the 'rationalism' that 

now controls modern humanity's way of thinking has brought the world - as Vico 

suggested was inevitable - to the brink of barbarism. As we shall see in the 

following chapter, the idea that a globalized economy - the brainchild of 'rational 
economic man' - based as it is on 'progress and growth', fostered by industry and 

Western-led financial institutions, and implanted into the minds of government 

leaders around the world, will alleviate poverty and bring happiness and 

prosperity to the vast majority of humankind, is a cruel myth. 

*** 



CHAPTER 5 

THE MYTH OF PROGRESS 

The concept of 'progress' lies at the heart of the °ideology of industrial 
society. Modern technology and economic growth, it is believed, will 
ensure ever-increasing prosperity. It is assumed that all societies will 
eventually follow the same path as the most 'advanced' industrial 
societies. This linear conception of development inherently places 
some societies 'ahead' and some 'behind'. The label of 'backward' or 
'underdeveloped' creates tremendous psychological pressure to embrace 
what is perceived to be more modern or advanced Since the goal is 
continually changing and perpetually out of reach of all except the most 
privileged minority; the system inevitably creates insecurity and anxiety. 
A close look at the limits to resources and at current social and 
environmental crises shows that the belief in progress is a cruel myth. 

Helena Norberg -Hodge and Peter Goering, 1995 

The association of poverty with progress is the great enigma of our times. 
Henry George, 1879. 

Writing between 1877 and 1879, the economist Henry George was already 

relating progress to poverty. Interested in the reasons why, in spite of the 

increase of productive power, wages tend to the minimum of a bare living, 

George decided to explore the facts. The utilization of steam and electricity in 

the nineteenth century, and the introduction of improved processes and labour-

saving machinery, had created a world in which continual prosperity seemed 

evident, but as society appeared to materially progress, poverty and injustice 

became more prevalent. As George discovered: 
So long as all the increased wealth which modern progress brings 
goes but to build up great fortunes, to increase luxury, and make 
sharper the contrast between the House of Have and the House 
of Want, progress is not real and cannot be permanent. The 
reaction must come. The tower leans from its foundations, and 
every new story but hastens the final catastrophe.' 

• Every previous civilization that had moved towards the unequal distribution of 

, wealth and power had been destroyed, and George saw the same tendency 

Henry George, Progress and Poverty, (circa 1879), New York: Dutton, p12. 
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operating with increasing force in modem civilization: "wages and interest 
tend constantly to fall, rent to rise, the rich to become very much richer, the 

poor to become more helpless... and the middle class to be swept away."' 

Although civilization seemed to be advancing rapidly, George felt that without 

an acknowledgement that inequality needed to be addressed, progress would 

inevitably turn to decadence, and modem civilization decline to barbarism.' 

George questioned the declining ethical and moral values he saw overtaking 

his country - the United States - as a new ruling class emerged. He asked: 

"Who are these men? The wise, the good, the learned — men who have earned 

the confidence of their fellow-citizens by the purity of their lives, the splendour 

of their talents... their deep study of the problems of government?" 4  The 

answer, he considered, was an emphatic 'no'. Instead, he likened them to the 

Praetorian Guards in declining Rome. Believing that corruption was already 

overwhelming the country, he warned that: 
As corruption becomes chronic; as public spirit is lost; as traditions 
of honour, virtue, and patriotism are weakened; as law is brought 
into contempt and reforms become hopeless; then in the festering mass 
will be gathered volcanic forces, which shatter and rend when seeming 
accident gives them vent. Strong, unscrupulous men, rising up upon 
occasion, will become the exponents of blind popular desires or fierce 
popular passions, and dash aside forms that have lost their vitality. The 
sword will again be mightier than the pen, and in carnivals of destruction 
brute force and wild frenzy will alternate with the lethargy of a declining 
civilisation. 5  

However, as George discovered over a hundred years ago, to suggest that our 

civilization may be tending towards decline rather than progress, is not even 
considered a possibility, for "...the belief in substantial progress is yet deep 

and strong — a fundamental belief which admits not the shadow of a doubt."6  
Since George's time materialism has become even more deeply entrenched 

2  George, Progress and Poverty, p374. 
3  George, Progress and Poverty, p374. 
4  George, Progress and Poverty, p378. 
5  George, Progress and Poverty, p381. 
6  George, Progress and Poverty, p382. 
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within the modern Western worldview, and its more recent transposition to the 

East was seen by Rene Guenon as indicative of the belief by the West that its 

values are superior to those nations it considered to be 'undeveloped'. (As we 

have seen in the previous chapter, several writers have addressed this issue.) 

Guenon maintained that the West's influence 
... first made itself felt in the material domain, since this comes 
most directly within its reach, working through conquest by violence 
or through commerce and by securing control over the resources of 
other countries; but now things are going still further... The Western 
encroachment is the encroachment of materialism under all its guises.' 

Arnold Toynbee expressed similar sentiments to Guenon, although he was 

specifically concerned about the part the United States — which he saw as 

particularly materialistic — would play after the second world war. Like 

George, Toynbee suggested that civilization was moving in the direction of 

decline rather than progress. Critical of the Enlightenment, and in opposition 

to Gibbon's view that it had symbolized the triumph of a secular vision of 

human history over its predecessor — a Christian God-directed history - 

Toynbee felt that, on the contrary, a society that had abandoned a belief in an 

immortal God, and substituted instead a belief in the pursuit of material 
satisfactions, was going backwards. As Arthur Herman points out, for 

Toynbee "...the only hope left seemed to be a major spiritual redirection of all 

of Western culture, away from self-aggrandizement, material affluence, and the 

'spiritual inadequacies of the Enlightenment' — and toward God."' 

We have seen in the previous chapter that the economic-rationalist ideology of 

'progress and growth' has become a basic assumption that goes largely 

unchallenged within mainstream Western society. In this chapter it will be 

demonstrated that this Western-initiated ideology is actually a fallacy, not just 

7  Rene Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern World, 1996 (1927) New York: Sophia Fermis et 
Universalis, pp144-145. 
8  Arthur Herman, The Idea of Decline in Western History, 1997, New York: The Free Press, p283. 
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because it fails to recognize the limitations of the physical world, but because it 
fails to take into account the sorts of human proclivities which have been 

accepted by all previous civilizations as essential to their well-being. 

It is apparent that society's faith in the "industrial juggernaut" that modern 

science has produced with its technological expertise is misplaced, and despite 

warnings that all is not well with the planet's ecosystems, there is "... no desire at 

all to engage reverse gear as far as most world leaders are concerned." 9  
According to Lester Brown and Jennifer Mitchell of the Worldwatch Institute, the 

world economy has begun to outrun the capacity of the Earth to supply basic 

goods and services, and yet Western-led globalization policies seek to expand 

such an economy. "While ecologists have long known that the existing economic 

system is unsustainable, few economists share this knowledge,' in spite of the 

fact that scientists are now warning that we are 'running out of time' in which to 
correct the damage done to the planet by industrial processes. 

One of the most important issues facing the world as it enters the third millenium 

is water scarcity, for "water tables are falling on every continent — in the southern 

Great Plains and the southwestern United States, in southern Europe, in North 

Africa, in the Middle East, in Central Asia, in southern Africa, on the Indian 

subcontinent, and in central and northern China.' Brown notes that many 

rivers, because of water diversion, have reached the point where they no longer 

reach the sea, and international grain trade patterns are being affected by water 
scarcity. 12  With a combination of overploughing, overgrazing and deforestation 

9  Jonathon Porritt, Where on Earth are we Going?, 1990, London: BBC Books, p11. 
1°  Lester R. Brown and Jennifer Mitchell, 'Building a New Economy', in (eds Lester R. Brown, 
Christopher Flavin and Hilary F. French), State of the World 1998: A Work/watch Institute report 
on progress towards a sustainable society, London: Earthscan, p169. 
11  Lester R. Brown, 'The Future of Growth", in State of the World 1998, London: Earthscan, p5. 
12  Brown, 'The Future of Growth', pp5-6. 
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around the world, the fertility of the soil is slowly being lost. Brown reports that 
over the last century half of the world's original forested area has disappeared, 

with the result that "...rainfall runoff has increased, contributing to flooding and 

soil erosion and reducing the amount that percolates downward to recharge 

aquifers."' However, the expanding economy is threatening not only the life-

support systems of our planet; it is affecting the lifeforms that depend upon those 
systems: 

As various life forms disappear, they affect the entire ecosystem and 
particularly the basic services provided by nature, such as pollination, 

• seed dispersal, insect control, and nutrient cycling. This loss of species 
is weakening the web of life, and if it continues, it could tear huge gaps 
in its fabric, leading to irreversible changes in the Earth's ecosystem." 

One has to question why, in the face of such impending disasters, the world 

continues to believe in its policy of 'progress and growth'? Of course, one 

could be cynical and suggest that vested interests are powerful enough to 
protect the status quo and prevent radical change, and this has been suggested 

by a number of writers. For instance, Sharon Beder believes that within the 

fossil fuel industry there are a number of scientists who are "... involved in the 

campaign to discredit greenhouse emission reduction targets.”" She is 

concerned that "the use of front groups, PR firms, think tanks, and willing 

scientists and economists has provided corporations with the means to confuse 

the public and obstruct political attempts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

In the US and Australia in particular, such tactics have enabled the fossil fuel 

industry to hijack the greenhouse debate."' She states, in fact, that "perhaps 

nowhere has the fossil fuel industry been more successful than in Australia 

whose government represents fossil fuel industry interests as being 

synonymous with the national interest.' Beder points out that the corporate 

activism that is occurring around the world has come about as a result of 

13  Brown, 'The Future of Growth', p10. 
14  Brown, 'The Future of Growth', pll. 
15  Sharon Beder, 'Corporate Hijacking of the Greenhouse Debate', The Ecologist, Vol. 29, No. 2, 
March/April 1999, p121.. 
16  Beder, 'Corporate Hijacking of the Greenhouse Debate', p119. 
17 Beder, 'Corporate Hijacking of the Greenhouse Debate', pp119-120. 



environmentalists and public interest groups persuading governments to bring 
in regulations to protect the environment. As these began to affect corporate 
freedom, businesses decided to cooperate rather than engage in rivalry, and a 
collective front was set up to fight the implementation of environmental 
legislation that impinged upon their operations. As a consequence, Beder 
considers that: 

Corporate activism, ignited in the 1970s and rejuvenated in the 1990s, 
has enabled a corporate agenda to dominate most debates about the 
state of the environment and what should be done about it. This 
situation poses grave dangers to the ability of democratic societies to 
respond to environmental threats: 8  

In other cases, vested interests rely on a flat denial of the problem to maintain 
those interests. For example, in countries like Saudi Arabia there is a refusal to 
recognize global warming as a threat. There is active opposition by the Saudis 
at international gatherings to reduce carbon emissions. And despite the fact 
that their country is "... richly endowed with solar energy... it is doing little to 
exploit this environmentally benign energy source."' 

But denial of the crisis is not necessarily confined to groups and organizations 
with vested interests in the status quo. It is more widespread. The 
wholehearted adoption of the idea of material prosperity as the greatest good 
explains the more general reluctance to face up to the crisis because of what 
that decision would entail. 

Whilst continual progress and growth on a planet that is finite remains a 
myth, for most people who have accepted progress and growth as.an  innate 
good there is a lack of recognition of the fact that the very processes which 
create material growth are at the same time leading to wide-ranging 
catastrophes, both environmental and human. In fact, the global financial 

18  Sharon Beder, Global Spin: The Corporate Assault on Environmentalism, 1997, Melbourne: 
Scribe, p15. 
19  Brown and Mitchell, 'Building a New Economy', p186. 
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institutions are seeking to expand this model of growth, whilst the planet's 

ecosystems are breaking down. As Ulrich Beck states: 

On the back of crucial free-trade pacts like the WTO and NAFTA, 
for example, consumption is now virtually out of control in the richest 
countries. It has multiplied six times in less than twenty-five years, 
according to the UN. The richest 20 percent of the people are consuming 
roughly six times more food, energy, water, transportation, oil and 
minerals than their parents were.2°  

The promise by the Western-based financial institutions has always been that 
the developing world will benefit from their help, that the standard of living 

will increase, and that poverty will be eliminated. But the fact is that "...the 

developed nations are consuming essential industrial resources in such a way 

and at such a rate that it is impossible for underdeveloped areas of the world to 
follow in their footsteps."21  The United Nations Report on Human 

Development, released in July 2000, indicates that "global inequalities have 

increased in the twentieth century 'by orders of magnitude out of proportion to 

anything experienced before'. The gap between the incomes of the richest and 

poorest countries was about 3 to 1 in 1820, 35 to 1 in 1950, 44 to 1 in 1973, 

and 72 to 1 in 1992. 22  The Report argues that the inequalities which it 

uncovered are such that the United Nations would classify them as "human 

rights violations". 23  Thus, the promise of increased welfare for people is a 

myth. In reality what is required in order for the developing world to improve 

its standard of living and to reduce the divide between rich and poor is a 
reduction of the West's impact upon world resources, and a movement towards 

a sustainable lifestyle that places a higher priority on local economics than the 

global marketplace. 

20  Ulrich Beck, World Risk Society, 1999, London: Policy Press, p6. 
21  Helena Norberg-Hodge, Ancient Futures: Learning from Ladakh, 1991, London: Rider, p149. 
22  Victoria Brittain and Larry Elliott, 'Rich Live Longer, Poor Die Younger in Divided World', 
Guardian Weekly, July 6-12, 2000, p3. 
23  Brittain and Elliott, 'Rich Live Longer, Poor Die Younger in Divided World', p3. 

137 



The economist, Manfred Max-Neef, suggests that the problem is that we are 

"...trapped in the language of economics. It has domesticated the entire world. 

It has managed to permeate our life and our everyday forms of expression."" 

Consequently what we now have "... is a language based on the enthusiasm of 

unlimited economic growth and expansion faced with a reality of social and 

ecological collapse. This means that we are living a situation of dangerous 

incoherence: our language is incoherent with our historical reality."' Max-
Neef argues that: 

... due to the human attribute of stupidity, instead of taking advantage 
of our interdependence for overcoming our grave predicament, we still 
favour economic greed and political paranoia, in order to maintain a 
global system in which poverty keeps increasing worldwide and a great 
deal of scientific and technological effort is geared towards destroying 
the entire human species. 26  

This economic geed is creating a world in which the wealthy are becoming 

wealthier, and the poor are becoming even more impoverished than they were 

before the implementation of free market policies and economic reforms. 

Despite all the financial aid given to developing countries in the form of grants 

and loans by Western-led financial institutions, poverty is still rampant, 

because these countries - as a condition of such loans - have to slash public 

spending in areas of health and education in order to repay the interest on such 

loans. "The poorest countries now spend more servicing their debt to the 

richest countries than they do on health and education in their own countries."' 

As Susan George points out, "it is both ironic and tragic that crushing debts, 

with their cortege of destructive social consequences, were inevitable once 

countries embarked on the very development model enthusiastically promoted 

by the [International Monetary] Fund, the World Bank and the Third World 

24  Manfred Max-Neef, 'Follies of Humankind', Resurgence, No. 145, March/April, 1991, p8. 
25  Max-Neef, 'Follies of Humankind', p9. 
26  Max-Neef, 'Follies of Humankind', p10. 
27  Beck, World Risk Society, p6. 
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elites with which they deal. It is now clear that debt is a built-in feature of this 
model.''28  

Consequently, although it is argued by those spreading the globalization 

message that the 'restructuring of the economy' is necessary, and free market 
regimes are essential, not only for the developing world, but for countries in 

the West, this is not, in fact, the case. As Beck points out, far from leading to a 

wealthier and happier future for most people, "...free market ideology has 
increased the sum of human misery.' Gregory Pallast is also critical of 

present-day World Bank and IMF policies. Although these institutions 

originally had "... simple, laudable mandates... in 1980 they seemed to take on 

an alien form"." He claims that "from 1980 to today life under structural 

assistance has become brutish and shorter... Recently, the IMF admitted that 

'in the recent decades, nearly one-fifth of the world population have regressed' 

— arguably 'one of the greatest economic failures of the 20 th  century'."" 

It is clear that economic restructuring has increasingly intensified global 

poverty during the last decade of the twentieth century. Over a fifth - 

approximately 1.3 billion - of the world's population now live on less than the 

equivalent of a US$1 a day, and another quarter survive on less than two 

dollars.' Approximately two-and-a-half billion people live without sanitation, 
over a billion have no safe drinking water, adequate housing, education, and 

health services, and one-and-a-half billion "...are now undernourished, not 

because there is no food, or there is too much drought, but because of the 

increasing marginalization and exclusion of the poor." 33  Beck reveals that the 
imposition of free-market economic policies upon indebted countries by the 

28  Susan George, A Fate Worse than Debt, 1988, London: Penguin, p77. 
29  Beck, World Risk Society, p6, (my italics). 
3°  Gregory Pallast, 'IMF's Shock Cures are Killing off the Patients', Guardian Weekly, October 
12-18, 2000, p14. 
31  Pallast, 	s Shock Cures are Killing off the Patients', p14. 
32  Editorial, The Ecologist Report: Globalising Poverty, September, 2000, p3. 
33  Beck, World Risk Society, pp5-6. 
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West "... worsen[s] the situation by forcing countries to develop expert 

industry to supply the rich, rather than to protect, educate or care for the 

weakest."34  

Despite the 'goals' of the World Bank, the IMF and the WTO to alleviate 

poverty, their policies have failed to do so. Instead there has been an increase 

in "... job and income insecurity, crime, threats to health, food insecurity, loss 

of cultural diversity, community disintegration and environmental 

degradation... ''35  The major industrial countries of the world, on the other 

hand, have increased their standard of living. As Clive Ponting notes: 
Over the last two hundred years the industrialised countries have reached 
levels of consumption and affluence... that would have been unimaginable to 
previous generations. This has been achieved by consuming the great 
majority of the world's energy supplies and resources (and creating a similar 
proportion of the world's pollution). The United States contains about 5 per 
cent of the world's population yet it consumes 30 per cent of the world's 
energy and 40 per cent of its other resources.' 

Ponting estimated that should the world population of six billion people in the 

year 2000 all want to live at current European levels of consumption: 
it would require a 140-fold increase in world steel production together with 

• a similar increase in other key materials. - It is unlikely that there are enough 
mineral or energy resources on the earth to sustain this level of production and 

• the consequences of doing so in terms of pollution would probably be 
catastrophic. Likewise to feed the whole of the world on the diet enjoyed by 
the average American, and using the same level of inputs into agriculture, 
would require all the world's current oil production and exhaust known 
reserves within not much more than a decade.' 

'Globalization' entails a virtual homogenizing of cultures into a universal one that is 

predominantly 'Western' and therefore 'modern', for as Edward Goldsmith perceptively 

34  Beck, World Risk Society, p6. 
35 
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notes, globalization will only work if hitherto traditional economies in developing 
nations are destroyed, and 

...the vast mass of still largely self-sufficient people living in the rural areas 
of the Third World [are turned] into consumers of capital-intensive goods and 
services, mainly those provided by the transnational corporations ... For this to 
be possible, the cultural patterns with which most Third World people, at 
least in rural areas, are still imbued and that commit them to their largely 
self-sufficient life-styles must of course be ruthlessly destroyed by American 
television and Western advertising companies and supplanted by the culture 
and values of Western mass-consumer society. 38  

For the market to work efficiently "a whole propaganda machine is needed to make one 

consume more... This is the consumer culture in which 'the market has to be moulded to 
suit the product." 39  Traditional values are no longer regarded favourably by those who 

yearn to become part of the modern Western world. Yet, "the kinds of aspirations 

resulting from Western cultural domination cuts people off from their cultural moorings, 

alienates the younger generation from traditional indigenous society and destroys 

people's self confidence. Cultural domination distorts the personality and engenders a 
sense of inferiority." 40  Instead of relying on subsistence farming, more countries will 
be geared towards producing food for export. But this 

...replacement of subsistence production with cash cropping has made 
possible a form of consumption based on the market economy and the use 
of cash, in which more money allows for more consumption. This contact 
with the market economy has led to the breakdown of value systems in 
traditional societies. 4I  

Transposing modern Western values onto cultures with a long history of 

connection to tradition, and with a spiritual understanding of the world, very 

often creates deep psychological and social division as people seek to adapt to 

new values. At the World Economic Forum meeting attended by world leaders 

at Davos, Switzerland, in January, 2000, Raymond De Paulo Jr. reported that 

37  Ponting, A Green History of the World, p403. 
38  Edward Goldsmith, Tan the Environment Survive the Global Economy', The Ecologist, 
Vol. 27, No. 6, November/December 1997, p243. 
39 Hong, 'The Impact of Modernisation on Indigenous People, p137. 
4°  Evelyne Hong, 'The Impact of Modernisation on Indigenous People', in (eds Helena Norberg-
Hodge, Peter Goering and Steven Gorelick) The Future of Progress, 1995, Dartington: Green 
Books, p139. 
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depression was escalating globally and likely to reach epidemic proportions by 
the year 2020. 42  The fact that depression is now affecting people in developing 

countries, hitherto free of such an illness, raises the question of why it is that 

such countries have managed to avoid depressive illness in the past, and why 

only since the imposition of global economic policies have they been affected? 

It is evident that the answer lies in the inherent contradictions within modern 

culture. In the Western world it has been found that, whilst modem 

technology has been responsible for improving the standard of living 

quantitatively for a vast number of people, the quality of life has declined. 
So-called 'progress' entails extremely high costs both to the natural 

environment in terms of degradation and to human health, both physical and 
psychological. 43  

Clinical psychologist, Oliver James, concurs with this view, pointing out that 

the raging materialism of the modern world is not only wrecking the planet's 
natural life-support systems but also our minds. He cites the 1998 WHO 

report which, whilst welcoming the apparent improvement of living standards 

in the developing world, also recognized that mental illness was on the 

increase: the more economically advanced the nation, the greater the amount of 
mental illness. 44  It appears, therefore, to be a myth that increased wealth 

brings an increased satisfaction with life: "... in spite of being materially 
richer, people in rich countries are emotionally poorer." 45  The downside of 
'economic growth' shows up in the marked increase in forms of chronic mental 
illness, alcoholism, drug abuse and suicide, and in the incidence of violence 
against women. 46  As John Ashton and Ron Laura conclude: 

41  Hong, 'The Impact of Modernisation on Indigenous People', p137. 
42  Raymond De Paulo, Depression: Declaring War on this Debilitating Disease; report given at 
the World Economic Forum, Davos, Switzerland, January 2000. 
<http://www.weforum.org/davos> 
43  John Ashton and Ron Laura, The Perils of Progress: The Health and Environmental Hazards of 
Modern Technology, 1998, Sydney: University of New South Wales Press Ltd., pl. 
44  Oliver James, 'Consuming Misery', The Ecologist, Vol. 30, No. 3, May 2000, p37. 
45  James, 'Consuming Misery', p37. 
46  James, 'Consuming Misery', p37. 
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Having confused the difference between an improved standard of 
living and an improved quality of life, we have unwittingly sacrificed 
the latter for the former. While the health and environmental risks 
associated with technological progress are slowly becoming recognized, 
the belief remains that new and improved technology will provide the 
way to resolve the massive ecological problems which technology has 
in the first place created.47  

The reality of the situation, therefore, is that during the past decade the free-market 

policies imposed throughout the 1980s have not only exacerbated environmental 

problems, but have increased the toll of human misery. The movement of foreign 

corporations into developing countries has not only displaced people through the 

building of the infrastructure needed for such corporations to function (such as 

large dams and power stations) but it has also endangered their lives and health. 

For example, chemicals and pharmaceuticals that have been banned in the West 
are often dumped into these countries. As Martin Khor states: 

Hazardous products are ...being pushed on the Third World in increasing 
volume. Examples include pharmaceutical drugs; contraceptives; 
pesticides banned years ago in European and American countries or in 
Japan, but sold by companies of these same counties to the Third World; 
cigarettes containing far higher levels of tar and nicotine than in the rich 
countries; and, most recently, milk products contaminated with radioactivity 
from the Chemobyl nuclear disaster. The health effects on Third World 
peoples are horrendous. 48  

In fact, Claude Alvares claims that "western economies make a living 	- 
selling... [India] pharmaceutical drugs, pesticides, milk powder and hazardous 

know-how banned in their own countries."'" Environmental regulations have 

often not been set up in developing countries to prevent this, and foreign-owned 

companies are able to take advantage of this fact. Health problems associated 

with the introduction of such hazardous chemicals and pharmaceuticals seem to 

47 

 

Ashton andLaura, The Perils of Progress, p2. 
48  Martin ithor, 'Development, Trade and the Environment', in (eds Helena Norberg-Hodge, Peter 
Goering and Steven Gorelick) The Future of Progress, 1995, Dartington: Green Books, p36. 
49  Claude Alvares, Science, Development and Violence: The Revolt against Modernity, 1992, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, p53. 



144 

concern Western interests very little, and this raises the question as to the ethics of 

the companies which so freely 'dump' such items onto unsuspecting nations. 

As the developing countries struggle to repay the interest from loans they have 

received from Western financial institutions, they are persuaded, if they want to 

continue to trade with the Western nations, to implement Structural Adjustment 

Programmes (SAP), and it is this restructuring which often causes the worst 

economic, cultural and social problems in such countries. As we have seen, 

many of those involved were hitherto dependent upon small-scale farming and 

production, but this has given way to monocultural production for export purposes, 

and local communities, as a consequence, are losing their independence - and their 
food. 

To illustrate the effect of 'free trade' on their peoples we shall now look at 

three countries that have fallen victim to the processes of economic 

restructuring - Morocco, India and Vietnam. The three have distinct cultures, 

with different religious underpinnings - the latter an example of a country that, 

despite the war it underwent in the mid twentieth century, managed to recover 

and improve conditions for most of the populace before 'economic 

restructuring' took hold. We will then turn to Ladakh, a far smaller nation 

with a simpler economy, that, despite its isolation and deeply spiritual culture, 

has more recently suffered vast changes to its infrastructure as the policies of 

'free trade' have taken hold. 

Morocco, following an IMF and World Bank recommended programme to 

modernize in the 1950s, turned towards growing fruit and tomatoes for export 

(mainly for the European market). Large dams and irrigation systems were 
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constructed, and a shift from self-sufficiency in wheat to a reliance on imports 

occurred. 5°  Hitherto a flourishing North African granary before moving 

towards growing oranges, tomatoes and other goods for the export market, by 
the 1980s it was "...reduced to importing over 3 million tons of wheat annually 

- while its unwanted oranges and tomatoes rot in the fields or on the docks." 51  

Because of oversupply of these commodities, Morocco could not sell them. It 

ran into debt, and when an IMF rescue package was implemented, in order for 

Morocco to continue to pay its debts, "... food subsidies were cut... so that the 

weight of the economic adjustment was borne by the poorest."52  Riots broke 

out as food prices rose. As Susan George points out, the case of Morocco 

demonstrates how such 'rescue packages' work, and how a once fairly 

prosperous country can come to grief. Morocco had voluntarily become a 

food importer at the time when world prices were stable, believing that it was 

in the best interests of the country to do so. It ended up producing for other 

countries while not providing enough for itself. The excellent couscous which 

the country had always produced for its national dish was no longer grown, 

being replaced by a soft-wheat for export purposes, and its native olive oil was 

also replaced by a US imported soybean oil. "In 1990, Morocco suffered a 

general strike and a popular uprising against the government's IMF-sponsored 

reforms..." 53  The case of Morocco is 
... a sad but graphic illustration of the way in which this style of 
'development' generates under-development for the majority. It 
shows how a country, by following IMF and World Bank instructions, 
can, in less than twenty years, take a direct route from the export-oriented 
model to increased unemployment, malnutrition and absolute poverty for 
a substantial slice of the population — with bloody IMF riots as milestones 
along the road. 54  

" Ponting, A Green History of the World, p344. 
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Morocco went from "...a country with relatively bountiful resources and 
adequate land... "55  to one suffering impoverishment, and where work was only 

available to the privileged. 

In India, "...the IMF-World Bank programme initiated in July 1991 directly 

affected the livelihood of several hundred million people. There is [now] 

evidence of widespread chronic starvation and social destitution which resulted 

directly from the macro-economic measures." 56  India's experience once 
again demonstrates that it is the agricultural sector which first feels the effect 

of the 'free market' policies. Today, in the Punjab, once the most prosperous 
agricultural region: 

...every farmer is in debt and despair. Vast stretches of land have 
become waterlogged desert. And, as an old fanner pointed out, even the 
trees have stopped bearing fruit because heavy use of pesticides has killed 
the pollinators — the bees and butterflies. And Punjab is not alone in 
experiencing this ecological and social disaster. 57  

Indeed, this scene is repeated in many areas of India. Vandana Shiva reports a 
dramatic increase in farmer suicide58  as a result of the overwhelming debt 

which has overtaken them as they endeavour to put into practice new ways of 

fanning introduced by multi-national corporations. In Andhra Pradesh, 

"farmers who traditionally grew pulses and millets and paddy have been lured 

by seed companies to buy hybrid cotton seeds referred to as 'white gold', 

which were supposed to make them millionaires. Instead they became 
paupers."59  

55  George, A Fate worse than Debt, p80. 
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When the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) was set up by the United 
Nations in October 1945, to increase the production of food in the world, it 

insisted that modern techniques of agriculture be introduced. These 

techniques, which involved new strains of cereal and rice crops and the 

introduction of artificial fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides, began what 

became known as the Green Revolution. However, although this revolution in 

farming initially increased crop yields, subsequent yields began to diminish, 

and "... it has proved an environmental, social and human disaster. Poor and 

small farmers have been systematically marginalized, the environment has 

been degraded, genetic diversity has been drastically eroded and the 

dependence of the South on the North has been increased." 60  Once efficient 
and productive methods of farming that had been well suited to the specific 
region in which they were practised were eroded. Land which had hitherto 
been farmed organically was saturated with chemicals in an attempt to increase 

crop production. And women, who were once the primary food providers in 
south-east Asian countries, were marginalized, and have virtually become 

invisible. As Shiva states: 
Nature and women have historically been the primary food providers 
in natural fanning, based on sustainable flows of fertility from forests 
and farm animals to croplands. The food system has always included 
the forest and animal systems in its processes... The feminine principle 
of food production is based on the intimate links between trees, animals 
and crops, and on the work of women in maintaining these links. 
Women's work in agriculture has traditionally been work in integrating 
forestry and animal husbandry with farming. 61 

However, with the Green Revolution came a system that disrupted those links 

that had been the basis of the sustainable model of agriculture organized by the 

women. Renewable inputs from farms were replaced by non-renewable inputs 

from factories, and a masculine paradigm of food production involving men 

and machines displaced women's work. As a consequence: 

60 Khalil Sesmou, 'The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations: An Insider's 
View', The Ecologist, Vol. 21, No. 2, March/April 1991, p47. 
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Today, the soils of India are dying, and the most fertile among them are 
dying because of the violence of green revolution technologies. The carefully 
evolved soil building strategies of women's work in organic agriculture have 
been disrupted overnight by western scientific arrogance which sees fertilizer 
factories as the only source of soil nutrients, and dams and large scale 
irrigation as the only source of plant moisture. 62  

Instead of aiming at improved methods of farming to increase food for the 
people in a region, the aim was instead to encourage small farmers to produce 

food for the export market. 'Miracle' seeds (high-yielding varieties), which 

needed high doses of chemical fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides, were 

introduced. These depended upon increased irrigation methods which, 

although initially allowing for the production of more than one crop a year, 

resulted in yields chopping when such seed became increasingly susceptible to 

attack as pests became resistant to the pesticides. Khor states that: 
Thousands of indigenous rice varieties that had withstood generations 
of pest attacks have been wiped out... [and] are now located only in 
research laboratories, most of which are controlled by rich countries and 
international agencies. Third World farmers and governments will 
increasingly be at the mercy of the transnational food companies and 
research institutions — which have collected and patented seeds and 
germ plasm originating from the Third World. 63  

Self-reliance is giving way to dependency as developing nations lose the ability 

to produce food without resort to multinational seed corporations. It is 

becoming evident that the generation of profits by such corporations has a 

higher priority than allowing indigenous people to feed their own population. 
Shiva states this explicitly: 

It was power, profits and control, not yields, that made global corporate 
and international aid interests opt for the 'miracle' seeds which made 

- peasants dependent on internationally produced seeds and chemicals. 
Other alternatives would have left control with women and peasants, 
and would have kept people fed, but would not have generated profits. 64  

The change from a sustainable way of life to one that focuses primarily on 

providing food for export and thereby impoverishing the population of one's 

62  Shiva, Staying Alive, p140. 
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own country is a tragedy, and clearly exposes the myth of 'feeding the poor' 
through the introduction of 'free market' policies globally. Again. Shiva is 
particularly perceptive: 

It has often been argued that the Green Revolution provided the only 
way in which India (and, indeed, the rest of the Third World) could have 
increased food availability. Yet, until the 1960s, India was successfully 
pursuing an agricultural development policy based on strengthening the 
ecological base of agriculture and the self-reliance of peasants. 65  

It is an ironic twist that in 1987 the FAO published a major study - 
Agriculture: Towards 2000 — which painted a doomsday picture for the 
developing world unless it overwhelmingly adopted modern technology. 
Reference is made in that report to the transformation of agriculture into 'a 
dynamic productive sector'. 	in the year 2000 the reality of the 
situation was that, along with the despair and suicide of farmers in many parts 

of India as they become paupers rather than dynamic producers, the 
introduction of modem techniques has 

... led to reduced genetic diversity, increased vulnerability to pests, soil 
erosion, water shortages, reduced soil fertility, micronutrient deficiencies, 
soil contamination, reduced availability of nutritious food crops for the 
local population, the displacement of vast numbers of small farmers from 
their land, rural impoverishment and increased tensions and conflicts. The 
beneficiaries have been the agrochemical industry, large petrochemical 
companies, manufacturers of agricultural machinery, dam builders and 
large landowners. 67  

Despite the overwhelming evidence that conditions for most will not improve 

by following this path of industrialization, further pressure is now being put on 

India to increase agricultural production for export markets, and this has 

deepened divisions between the rich and the poor and created far greater 

impoverishment for the vast majority of the population than existed prior to the 

Green Revolution. In addition, the austerity measures imposed by the IMF 

have helped increase tensions between religious and ethnic groups. Negative 
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flow-ons are felt throughout society and the economy. Under the IMF 
programme set in motion in 1991, the new economic policy 

...required the Indian government to cut spending in social programmes and 
infrastructure, eliminate state subsidies and price support programmes 
(including food subsidies) and sell off the more profitable public enterprises at 
a 'good price' to the large business houses and foreign capital. Other reform 
measures included the closing down of a large number of so-called 'sick 
public enterprises', the liberalisation of trade, the free entry of foreign capital, 
as well as major reforms in banking, financial institutions and the tax 
structure.68  

So-called 'development' has resulted in an abolition of self-reliance in favour 

of a dependence upon imports from other countries. People hitherto employed 

in producing food for their own people are now either in the employ of large 

landowners, corporations and trading companies, or are unemployed. In India 

"the pressure of numbers and the abuse of natural systems have precipitated 

environmental breakdown. Development has benefitted at most fifteen or 

twenty percent of Indians, while the majority have been impoverished and 
marginalized."69  Alvares draws the inevitable conclusion that "development, 

as currently understood and executed, must remain directed against people, and 

therefore must inevitably increase poverty and unhappiness under the guise of 
eliminating them."7°  What can, of course, mask this 'increase of poverty and 

unhappiness' is a willingness to concentrate on the small percentage of, usually 

young, city dwellers, who have become genuinely better off financially. Yet it 

is a mistake to do this while dismissing the greater majority of people who are 

suffering impoverishment. Even if we were to ignore the decline or loss of 

traditional culture and 'quality' of life and view things only from a utilitarian 

perspective, it would not be possible to talk about the greatest good for the 

greatest number. 
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As Alvares says, "it'seems obvious now that the idea of development has been 
used to induce people to accept not only enormous sacrifices ('in the national 

interest'), but also the mutilation and destruction of their cultural endowments 

and their physical and moral environments." 71  Such has been the case in 

Vietnam where "through the seemingly innocuous mechanism of the 'free' 

market (and without the need for warfare and physical destruction)... [macro-

economic] reforms had contributed to a massive demobilisation of productive 

capacity: more than 5,000 out of 12,300 state-owned enterprises had by 1994 

been closed down or steered into bankruptcy." 72  John Pilger explains that: 
The Vietnamese were told that a total of 1.8 billion pounds in 'grants' and 
loans would be forthcoming if they 'opened up' to the 'free market'. The 
state economy would have to be `downsized', public enterprises would 
have to be scrapped or converted to 'joint ventures' with foreign firms, 
and tens of thousands of public employees sacked. There would no 
longer be a place for public services, including health and education 
systems that were the envy of the Third World. 73  

Vietnam had been renowned for the excellence of its health service, and the 

life expectancy of its people was amongst the highest in the developing 

world", but after the introduction of economic reforms the government 

abandoned direct support for health services. The reforms instigated a collapse 

of not only district hospitals but local community health centres, and medicines 

became no longer freely available. According to Pilger, now "drugs are 

available only to those who can afford to buy them on the 'free market'. 

Diseases like malaria, dengue and cholera have returned." 75  

The reforms were instigated on the recommendation of the World Bank and the 

Da', yet since their commencement, 
... according to the World Bank's own estimates, poverty has increased, 
with up to 70 percent of the population now in 'absolute poverty'.., and 
half the children severely malnourished. At least a million people have 
been made unemployed, most of them in the health services. They, 
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together with people thrown off their land, should be offered, says the 
World Bank, 'unskilled work at low wages'. 76  

Although, as Pilger states, the World Bank acknowledges this 'downside' of its 

'reforms', it maintains that in order for the free market to work satisfactorily — 

in other words, to grow — there had to be a change of policy. Again, we find 
that what might first appear as clumsy ineptitude by otherwise well-meaning 

organizations, is, in reality, the clear indication of a lack of real concern for the 

welfare of people — and nations - when the profits of large corporations are at 

stake. According to the Canadian economist, Michel Chossudovsky: 
The social consequences of structural adjustment applied in Vietnam 
since the mid-1980s are devastating... The achievements of past 
struggles and the aspirations of an entire nation are undone and erased 
almost 'with the stoke of the pen'. No orange or steel-pellet bombs, no 
napalm, no toxic chemicals: a new phase of economic and social (rather 
than physical) destruction has unfolded. The seemingly 'neutral' and 
'scientific' tools of macro-economic policy.., constitute, in the aftermath 

• 	 of the Vietnam War, an equally 'effective' and formally 'non-violent' 
'instrument of recolonisation' and impoverishment affecting the livelihood 
of millions of people. 77  

As has happened elsewhere, in Vietnam cutbacks in public spending became a 

priority of the reform strategy and the diminution of public services such as 

education is now high on the agenda. In Vietnam, as in many other Asian 

countries, education is now seen as a 'commodity', which has to be paid for by 

those wishing to take advantage of it: "most schools have been privatised, with 
the obligation to pay tuition fees now written into the constitution. By 1992, 

an estimated three-quarters of a million children had been pushed out of the 

education system, despite an increase in the population of children of school 
age."78  Along with cuts to education other reforms have been imposed, such as 

"... the abolition of pensions and social welfare measures that had supported 

the sick and disabled, widows, orphans and ex-servicemen." 79  Although 
Vietnam is often portrayed in the Western media as thriving, "the delusion of 
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'economic progress' and prosperity narrowly portrayed... is based on the rapid 

growth of small yet highly visible 'pockets' of Western-style consumerism, 

concentrated largely in Saigon and Hanoi. The harsh economic and social 

realities are otherwise."8°  For Vietnam, the present state of affairs is nothing 

less than a tragedy. 

As we have seen, the very attempt to relieve 'poverty' and other problems by 

interventions from the West is actually detrimental — a large proportion of the 

people 'helped' end up in a worse condition than they were originally. The 

effects of 'structural adjustment' on remote traditional societies unaccustomed 
to Western values, is devastating, not only from an economic point of view, but 

also from a social and cultural standpoint. 

The difficulty a small nation has in avoiding the negative consequences of the 

global economic ethos is perhaps nowhere better illustrated than in the case of 

Ladakh, a remote country set in the mountains in the northernmost tip of India, 

inaccessible to outsiders for most of the year until recently when new roads 

were built to connect it with the rest of India. Now the culture of that country 

is breaking down, and great disharmony is being created amongst its people. 

Helena Norberg-Hodge, who has lived and worked in Ladakh for over twenty 

years, argues that the vision of progress favoured by Western economists and 

development experts blinds them to the value of locally-based subsistence 

economies. 81  The argument of the West is that people in such communities 

can be helped to live less frugal lives, and that the globalized economy will 

offer them a far superior and more modern lifestyle. Yet the frugality one sees 

in Ladakh has nothing to do with miserliness, for as Norberg-Hodge explains, 
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the word 'frugality' in its original meaning of 'fruitfulness' allows people to 

get more out of little; that is, it allows them to use limited resources in a careful 

way.82 This 'fruitfulness' or 'frugality' runs counter to Western economic 

thought which encourages 'consumerism' - the continual purchasing of new 

items - without which the Western economic model would not survive. The 
idea of material consumption far beyond basic requirements is largely 

purveyed through the mass media in the West, and has become so all-pervasive 

that it now seems an essential part of life. As Mohamed Idris points out, 

introducing such mass media to the developing world 
has enabled it to mould beliefs, attitudes, values and lifestyles. It has 

become the purveyor of a global culture, a culture based on a pattern of 
consumption which is compulsive and devoid of meaning, a culture which 
is the same everywhere in food, dress, song, leisure and outlook. This 
consumer culture has not only managed to destroy what good there is in 
our indigenous cultures and societies, it has alienated our young, robbing 
them of their confidence and dignity. This form of cultural domination 
distorts the personality and engenders an inferiority complex in our people. 83 

When the mass media begin to impact on traditional cultures like Ladakh, the 

illusion created within the minds of the people is that items produced 

elsewhere, or produced using Western methods, are superior to those produced 
locally, and consequently traditional skills are abandoned. 84  This deceit has 

created great misunderstanding in Ladakh and elsewhere in the developing 
world: 

Farmers who had previously grown a variety of crops and kept a few animals 
to provide for themselves are now encouraged to grow a single cash crop for 
distant markets. In this way they become dependent on forces beyond their 
control — huge transportation networks, oil prices, and the fluctuation of 
international finance. Over the course of time, inflation obliges them to 
produce more and more, so as to secure the income that they now need in 
order to buy what they used to grow themselves. 85  
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The people eventually learn that the adoption of Western ways is fraught with 
consequences that are highly disruptive of age-old patterns, but by then it is 

usually too late to return to previous ways of life. And, along with the change 

from a traditional to a modern culture comes a homogenization of language, 

since, as Norberg-Hodge states, "... it is necessary to learn English to be part of 
the modern community." 86  

The traditional lifestyle of the mountainous people of Ladakh has changed in a 

very short time, from one completely self-supporting just over a decade ago, to 

one that now depends upon the importation of much of its food, along with 

Western technology, and building materials. Many Ladakhi youth - now 

Westernized - are moving to the cities in search of work and entertainment. 

Fast foods and instantaneous gratification - both imports from the West - have 

changed the way of life for the young (and, inevitably, the old) in a country 

which hitherto relied heavily on a traditional diet, closelcnit family ties and 

values built up over countless generations. Today, the elderly, with their 

traditional values and ways of life, are seen by the young as 'living in the past', 

and they no longer receive the respect or the courtesy of the younger people. 

According to Norberg-Hodge, the young men are the weakest link in a culture, 
for they are readily seduced into believing that what they see depicted on 

television and in glossy Western magazines is the life they will actually live 
once they leave their remote villages. 87  In Ladakh, as in other developing 

countries, "a whole new generation of people has been brought up,with the 

idea that their main aim in life should be grabbing for themselves as many 
things as possible."88  Originally a culture mainly steeped in Buddhism89, with 

86  Norberg-Hodge, Ancient Futures: Learning from Ladakh, p152. 
87  Helena Norberg-Hodge, Ancient Futures: Learning from Ladakh, a documentary film based on 
the book of the same title, 1993, Totnes, England: International Society for Ecology and Culture. 
88  Idris, 'The Third World: A Crisis of Development', p111. 
89  Although Ladakh is mainly a Buddhist country, as Islam spread from places like Turkestan and 
Kashmir, it passed through Ladakh to Western Tibet and Lhasa, and consequently there is to this 
day "...a sizeable Muslim community in Ladakh (in its capital, Leh, but principally in Kargil, 
western Ladalth) that consists of both Ladakhi and Kasluniri Muslims." Abdul Wahid Radhu, 
Islam in Tibet, 1997, Louisville USA: Fons Vitae, p16. 



its focus on compassionate altruism, the whole structure of Ladalchian society 
is fragmenting as modem values take over. 

The great assumption of Western nations is that everyone's needs and desires 
are the same, and that if people had the choice they would all want to eat 

Western food, wear the same style of clothes, and live the same sort of 

lifestyles as people do in the West. •The belief that modernity is far superior to 

tradition is, as we have seen in chapter 4, a form of arrogance on the part of the 
West. 

Traditional values are giving way to modern ones across the world, but this is 

because of an ignorance of what the West has to offer. Lured by promises of 

improved lifestyles and less hardship in their communities, the offer of loans to 

help them 'modernize' their economies is too enticing for many developing 

countries to refuse. The West tolerates the distress incurred in the consequent 

economic restructuring of 'developing' countries, seeing it as unfortunate but 

necessary for 'progress', whilst not viewing the loss of traditional values as 

detrimental in any way. The attitude of superiority prevents the 'reigning 

culture' from being deeply moved by this loss, because, having divorced itself 

from the higher spiritual values once held by its own culture, it does not 

recognize the importance of such values in others. 

Unsurprisingly, those who express the deepest concern about this loss are those 

most familiar with the value of traditional spiritual beliefs and the 

consequences of their decline. Writing about the transposition of Western 

values onto other cultures, Seyyed Hossein Nasr suggests that, rather than 

embracing the values of the West and repeating the same errors which have led 
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to the environmental crisis now facing the world, the East should instead learn 
from the West's mistakes, for: 

...there is no excuse for committing certain acts whose negative results 
are obvious, or for having no better reason for undertaking this or that 
project than the fact that it has been carried out in the West. The earth 
cannot support additional mistakes of the kind committed by Western 
civilization." 

This view is echoed by Alvares, who despairs of the encroachment of Western 
'modernism' into his country (India), and says it is time to come out in a frontal 

attack on the ideology of development, for it is not necessary to follow the 

Western path. He laments that "for centuries Indians were Indians, but now it 

seems it was wrong to be so." 9I  

It is true that the Western economic model is being introduced by the developing 

countries' own governments. As Walden Bello points out, however, in order to 

'sell' the World Trade Organization, for instance, to developing nations, 
...US propagandists evoked the fear that staying out of the WTO 
would result in a country's isolation from world trade... With their 
economies dominated by the IMF and the World Bank... most 
developing country delegations felt they had no choice but to sign 
on the dotted line. 92  

The West itself cannot escape the process of economic restructuring and its 

consequences, for 'monetarism' is applied on a worldwide scale. Thus global 

economic restructuring is being carried out by governments in the wealthier 

countries, where, here too, the result is increasing unemployment, low wages, and 

a deeper division between rich and poor. The welfare state has all but collapsed 

as many of its past achievements are swept away, and small and medium-sized 

" Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islam and the Plight of Modern Man, 1975, London: Longman Press, 
p13. 
91 Alvares, Science, Development and Violence, p107. 



158 

enterprises are also being destroyed by new state policies. 93  As traditional 
farming around the world gives way to industrial agriculture, "... farmers are said 

to be in 'crisis', a word that only hints at the devastation besetting rural 

communities. In Europe, 200,000 farmers and 600,000 beef producers gave up 

agriculture in 1999. UK farm income.., has dropped by as much as 75 per cent 
over the past two years, driving more than 20,000 farmers from the land." 94  (It 

is, therefore, not only in the developing world that the small farmer is being 

marginalized.) In Britain, farm-gate prices are so low that the amount farmers 

receive for their produce is less than the cost of production. With the high value 

of the British pound, competing with the flood of cheaper products flooding the 

market from outside the country has become extremely difficult for the UK 

farmer. And, as Steven Gorelick states, there are far wider implications: 
Since farmers and farm workers are the economic linchpins of their 
communities, entire rural economies are in decline. In the UK, for 
instance, 90 per cent of rural businesses were forced to lay off staff 
last year. Rural economies in the US also depend heavily on farmers: 
when 235,000 farms failed during the US's mid-1980s farm crisis, 
60,000 other rural businesses went down with them. 95  

One of the main problems with the 'free market' policy is that it is difficult for 

nations to refuse to import certain foods they feel might pose a hazard to the 

health or livelihood of their people, because of sanctions that may be imposed 

upon them by the World Trade Organization. In France, Jose Bove, a small 

farmer in the Languedoc Region, retaliated when his country had sanctions 

imposed upon it for banning imports of American beef. The European Union had 

been concerned about the growth hormones U.S. farmers were injecting into their 
cattle, and this concern angered the American government, which: 

...took its grievance to the office of the... World Trade Organisation. 
The WTO ordered the EU to lift the ban. Europe remained resolute. 
So the US, in retaliation and with the WTO's blessing, imposed a 

92  Walden Bello, 'WTO: Serving the Wealthy, not the Poor', The Ecologist Report - Globalising 
Poverty, September, 2000, p37. 
93  Chossudovsky, The Globalisation of Poverty, p34. 
" Steven Gorelick, 'Facing the Farm Crisis', The Ecologist, Vol. 30, No. 4, June 2000, p28. 
95  Gorelick, 'Facing the Farm Crisis', p28. 
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series of 100 per cent import tariffs on $116m worth of European 
products. 96  

As a protest at the high tariffs imposed on Roquefort cheese — a bastion of French 

cultural food — Bove organized a rally in August, 1999, and he and several other 

people attacked an American fast-food outlet in Millau, Southern France, as an 

expression of anger at the way French culture was being destroyed by outside 
interests. 97  As Bove explained: 

'We did this because of American tariffs and because of the WTO... 
McDonald's was a good symbol. All over the world it highlights the 
conflict between two ways of farming and eating real food and real 
farmers set against industrial agriculture and corporate control. That's 
what our action was. about' •98 

Actions against US owned fast-food corporations have also occurred in India as a 

result of the anger small farmers feel about the marginalization of Indian food and 

because such outlets attract the youth and thus encourage a change of diet, but 

also because of the loss of income the farmer is experiencing. In Bangalore, a 

farmers' group ransacked a newly-opened Kentucky Fried Chicken outlet, 
completely demolishing it.99 

The negative impacts of 'economic restructuring' around the world are also 

demonstrated by the fact that major development projects, which include the 

building of huge dams in rural areas to provide energy and water for the new 

factories and businesses emerging in and around the cities, have led to massive 

environmental damage, community relocation and the destruction of traditional 
lifestyles. m°  In India, after a delay of several years, a series of 30 large, 135 

medium and 3,000 small dams in the Narmada Valley - the Sardar Sarovar 

96  Paul Kingsnorth, 'Have -a-Go-Hero', The Ecologist, Vol. 30, No. 4, June 2000, p39. 
97  Kingsnorth, Have-a-Go Hero', pp38-40. 
"Jose Bove, quoted in Kingsnorth, 'Have-a-Go-Hero', p39. Note: Bove was later jailed for three 
months for his part in the attack on McDonalds, despite the fact that a fairly limited amount of 
damage was actually done to the building (Guardian Weekly, September 21-27, 2000, p25). 
" Steven Gorelick, 'Big Mac Attacks: Lessons from the Burger Wars', The Ecologist, Vol. 27, 
No. 5, September/October, 1997, p175. 
1°43  Edward Goldsmith, 'Learning to Live with Nature: The Lessons of Traditional Irrigation', The 
Ecologist, Vol. 28, No. 3, May/June, 1998, pp162-170. 
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Project - have been given the 'green light' to be constructed after India's 

Supreme Court, by a majority of 2 to 1, rejected the call by protestors for 

environmental impact studies to be carried out. The project threatens to 

displace nearly half a million people and affect at least a million more. 101  And 
besides all the environmental damage that will occur as a result of the building 

of China's Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze river, it is estimated that when 

completed it will have resulted in the forced relocation of 1.2 million people. 1°2  

The World Bank states that it "... now emphasizes the need to make 

environmental concerns an integral part of its activities." 103  It says that five 
problem areas concerning the environment need to be addressed, these being: 

. Destruction of natural habitats 

. Land degradation 

. Degradation and depletion of fresh water resources 

. Urban, industrial, and agricultural pollution 

. Degradation of the 'global commons'. 1°4  

Despite these assurances the Bank continues with policies of development 

which contradict these concerns, for natural habitats are destroyed, land is 

degraded, fresh water resources are depleted, and pollution still affects urban, 

industrial and agricultural land wherever there are projects carried out with its 

funding. For example, in June 2000; the Bank overwhelmingly agreed to 

support the controversial Chad-Cameroon Petroleum Development and 

Pipeline Project, calling it "...an unprecedented framework to transform oil 

wealth into direct benefits for the poor, the vulnerable and the environment". I05  
The project is set to cost US$3.7 billion, US$365 million of which the World 

Bank plans to provide as loans and assistance for the building of a pipeline 

which will run for over a thousand kilometres and connect southern Chad to 

101  Frederick Noronha, Dam Protestors Battle Police To Meet World Bank Chief, Environmental 
News Service (ENS) bulletin, October 18, 2000, <http://ens-news.com > 
102  Goldsmith, 'Learning to Live with Nature', p162. 
103  The World Bank and the Environment: First Annual Report Fiscal 1990, Washington D.C.: 
The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, pl. 
104  The World Bank and the Environment: First Annual Report Fiscal 1990, pl. 
105 Quoted in: 'Controversial Chad-Cameroon Pipeline Funding Approved', Washington D.C. 
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offshore oil loading facilities on Cameroon's Atlantic coast. According to the 
World Bank, "ten to fifteen square kilometers... of tropical forest will be lost as 

a result of the construction. To compensate for this, two large new national 

parks — a total of approximately 5,000 square kilometers — have been created in 

Cameroon, and will be managed for biodiversity conservation." 1°6  The project 
is headed by a consortium including Exxon, Petronas of Malaysia, and 

Chevron, and will "...criss-cross through the Bagyeli people's ancestral 
forests." 1°7  According to Korinna Horta, "...the project appears to inaugurate 

a whole new era of the World Bank dispensing corporate welfare to politically 

powerful fossil-fuel-based multinationals, which are amongst the world's top 

producers of carbon dioxide emissions — the principal cause of climate 
change." 1°8  The World Bank defends its actions, saying that the route of the 

pipeline will comply with World Bank safeguard policies, "... including those 

on environmental assessments, natural habitats, indigenous peoples, cultural 
property, resettlement, and forests." 109  Nevertheless, Greenpeace opposes the 
project,suggesting it should be abandoned because "it will destroy rare 

rainforest, evict local people and lock these countries into fossil fuel 

production when the World Bank should be encouraging the development of 

sustainable, indigenous, renewable energy supplies." 11°  The Bank is wrong to 
claim that something that already exists but is relabelled a 'national park' could 

in some way be exchanged for the destruction of rainforest elsewhere. It 

cannot guarantee the long-term survival of those parks, and so is not actually 

offering any real compensation for the destruction. Added to this is the fact 

that the newly designated parks can never replace the destroyed ancestral 

homelands of indigenous people. The fact is that the human cost of such 

6 June 2000, Environment News Service (ENS) bulletin <http://ens-news.com>. 
1°6  'Controversial Chad-Cameroon Pipeline Funding Approved', <http://ens-news.com > 
1°7  Mark Atkinson 'Short Snubs Greenpeace to Back African Oil Project', Guardian Weekly, June 
8-14, 2000, p14. 
1" Korinna Horta, 'Funding Big Oil in the Name of the Poor', The Ecologist Report — Globalising 
Poverty, September, 2000, p19. 
109  'Controversial Chad-Cameroon Pipeline Funding Approved', <http://ens-news.com > 
110 Atkinson, 'Short Snubs Greenpeace to Back African Oil Project', p14. 
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projects is rarely taken into account when they are planned. Despite the 

rhetoric of the World Bank that it will allow the general population of the 

countries involved to prosper, only the monetary advantage of those who will 

most profit by such development is of concern. 

Rather than being involved in a project that will increase fossil fuel production, 

the World Bank, if it was serious about environmental problems, would be 

moving towards financing projects that involve more sustainable forms of 

energy. If it was genuinely concerned, it would be motivated by the findings 

of the climate conference in Kyoto, Japan, in December, 1997, attended by 

representatives of more than 160 nations, where it was revealed that: 
Global emissions of carbon - which in the atmosphere form carbon dioxide, 
the most important greenhouse gas released by human activities - from the 
burning of fossil fuels reached a record 6.2 billion tons in 1996, having 
increased nearly fourfold since 1950. The postwar emissions binge is a 
planetary experiment unlike anything we have ever tried... [and] poses 
substantial risks to the natural world and human society in coming decades. 
While the complexity of the Earth's climate system makes it impossible to 
know precisely the effects of rapid changes in the composition of the 
atmosphere, scientists around the world have concluded that flooded cities, 
diminished food production, and increased storm damage all seem likely - and 
could well produce catastrophic economic consequences. Whatever the 
outcomes are, they could take centuries to reverse, and could affect the lives 
of billions of people." 

The ratification of the Kyoto Protocol was expected to be finalized in The 

Hague in November 2000. However, this was not to be the case. According to 

Simon Retallack, "it is hard to think of a better sign that global warming is 

actually happening than the sighting this summer of open water at the North 

Pole for the first time in human history." 112 It was, therefore, "particularly 
perverse" that the United States together with the so-called 'Umbrella Group' 

of countries, which includes Australia, New Zealand, Canada and Japan, 

II ' Christopher Flavin and Seth Dunn, 'Responding to the Threat of Climate Change', in State of 
the World 1998, (eds Lester Brown, Christopher Flavin and Hilary French), London: Earthscan, 
p2113-114. 
I " Simon Retallack, 'Sinking Kyoto', The Ecologist, Vol. 30, No. 8, November 2000, p58. 



postponed attempts to ratify Kyoto emission reduction targets at that meeting. 

As Retallack had already predicted: "a more suicidal approach would be hard 

to imagine.., yet, at this point in time, such madness looks set to prevail". 113  It 
illustrates, yet again, the importance that 'developed' countries place on 
'business as usual', and their belief that the economy has a higher value than 
the well-being of the world's citizens. 

As we have seen in this chapter, the idea that economic progress and growth 

will bring about prosperity for everyone is a 'cruel myth', and recent protests at 

Seattle in 1999, Davos, Prague, Melbourne, and Nice in 2000, against 
globalization indicate a growing awareness of this. 114  Human beings are not 

receiving increased health benefits or educational opportunities as a result of 

the opening up of their countries to 'free trade'. The 'economic restructuring' of 
nations is not spreading wealth evenly, and, in fact, poverty is increasing 
around the world at an alarming rate, and unemployment is becoming a 

universal problem. Nor are human rights and justice improving across the 

world. Rather, 'economic restructuring' is destroying cultures, diversity, 

human dignity and mental health, and increasing the environmental impact 
upon the resources and ecosystems of the planet. 

Beck argues that a 'world risk society' has developed, one that is 

demonstrating what little control we have over the dangers we, ourselves, have 
created. Because of the near-instant flow of funds around the world, no-one 

controls the global market, so it cannot be regulated like national markets. 

113  Retallacic, 'Sinking Kyoto', p59. 
114  Bernard Cassell, 'Frightening the Free Marketeers', Le Monde aplomatique, January, 2001, 
p15. 
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Consequently: 

...what was unthinkable a year or so ago is becoming real now: the global 
free market is falling apart and the global free-market ideology is collapsing. 
All over the world, politicians, including European leaders, are taking tentative 
steps towards a new policy: protectionism is being reinvented; some are asking 
for new transnational institutions to control global financial flow, 
while others plead for a transnational insurance system or a new politics of 
the existing transnational institutions and regimes. The consequence is that 
the era of free-market ideology is a fading memory and is being superseded 
by its opposite: a politicization of global market economy. 115  

Beck would no doubt agree with Vivienne Forrester's claim - discussed in 

Chapter 1 - that a new kind of civilization is emerging, for he states that "...a 

new kind of economy, a new kind of global order, a new kind of society and a 

new kind of personal life are coming into being, all of which differ from earlier 

phases of social development." 116  This is creating a 'me-first' generation. 

And, according to Beck, political analysts still cannot predict the outcome of 

the new social and political risks, but "... many now argue that the risk of 

backlash against the West, internal crisis or even conflict between nations has 
increased." 117  

At the beginning of the twenty-first century we live in a world that is addicted to 

growth but in deep denial about the consequences. Ecological problems are 

considered to be a hindrance to the escalation of globalization. For example, 

although scientists warn of the dramatic changes that are occurring to the planet 

due to the continued expulsion of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, these are 

downplayed by some governments which, instead of addressing the situation 

urgently, promote 'carbon sinks' as an option in order to avoid reducing or 

curtailing the emission of carbon pollutants. In the face of drought, flood, 

115  Beck, World Risk Society, p7. 
116 Beck,  World Risk Society, p2. 
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hurricanes, wildfires and other disastrous events that are occurring at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century, the lack of appropriate action confirms the 
'deep denial' of the reality of the situation. It displays a 'way of thinking' 

suggestive of a rationalistic mind devoid of intuitive insight, a mind that only sees 

continual 'progress and growth' as important. 

The growing number of demonstrations around the world against the forces of 

globalization is indicative of a growing concern about the negative effects of the 

economic reforms being implemented on a worldwide scale. These effects, 

combined with the physical manifestation of the ecological crisis, has at last 

begun to trigger a more lively response from scientists, other professionals, and 

ordinary people. A team of eminent researchers looking at the environmental 

effects of continuing economic growth on behalf of the Worldwatch Institute 

argue that 'growth for growth's sake' is not viable: 
If the world economy as it is now structured continues to expand, it will 
eventually destroy its natural support systems and decline. Despite the 
inescapable logic of this decline-and-collapse scenario, we seem unable to 
limit our claims on the Earth to a sustainable leve1. 118  

The general view of these researchers is that the economy urgently needs to be 

restructured, and "the challenge facing the entire world is to design an economy 

that can satisfy the basic needs of people everywhere without self-destructing. 
The enormity of this task is matched only by its urgency." 119  Brown and 
Mitchell argue for a more sustainable economy, one that uses renewable energy 

sources and replaces a throw-away economy with a re-use and recycle one. 

The consensus reached by the majority of government and business leaders at 

the Melbourne meeting of the World Economic Forum in September 2000, 

however, was that there is no other option than to proceed in the direction of 

progress and growth. After the breakdown of talks at the WTO meeting in 

117  Beck, World Risk Society, p7. 
118  Brown and Mitchell, 'Building a New Economy', p169. 
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Seattle — due partly to massive anti-globalization protests and demonstrations 
outside the talks - The Economist condemned such protests, and endeavoured 

to persuade its readers that "...the poor are the real losers from Seattle... 99120• 

Responding to this comment, The Ecologist declares that 
this is a shameful deceit... [for] the plight of the citizens of many 
poor countries has become worse under the policies of economic 
globalisation prescribed by the World Bank, IMF and WTO. More 
than 80 countries now have per capita incomes lower than they were 

-a decade or more ago, and as the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) points out, it is often the countries that are 
becoming even more marginal which are highly 'integrated' into the 
global economy... Other indicators of poverty have also worsened 
under economic globalisation. According to the UNDP, financial 
volatility, job and income insecurity, crime, threats to health, food 
insecurity, loss of cultural diversity, community disintegration and 
environmental degradation have all increased. The greatest losers 
from all these trends are the poor. I21  

As Shiva, a pre-eminent figure of those opposing globalization policies, claims: 
... what we are doing in the name of globalization to the poor is brutal 
and unforgivable. This is especially evident in India as we witness the 
unfolding disasters of globalization, especially in food and agriculture... 
It is time to stop and think about the impact of globalization on the lives 
of ordinary people. This is vital if we want to achieve sustainability. 122  

S. Parvez Manzoor suggests that the West, as the dominant civilization, "... must now 

abandon its cherished goals of unlimited technological growth and overconsumption, 
and change its basic conception of man and nature." I23  He suggests that the world 
needs to draw itself towards tawhid — unity — and he considers the answer for the 
Muslim world itself would be for it to consider "... abandoning the way of the West and 

returning to the environmentally conscious traditions and lifestyles of Islam." 124 

119  Brown, 'The Future of Growth', p4. 
120  Editorial, 'The Real Losers', The Economist, December 11, 1999, p13. 
121  Editorial, The Ecologist Report — Globalising Poverty, September 2000, p3. 
122  Shiva, 'Globalization and Poverty', p15. 
123  S. Parvez Manzoor, 'Environment and Values: An Islamic Perspective', in (ed. Ziauddin 
Sardar), The Touch of Midas: Science, Values and Environment in Islam and the West, 1984, 
Manchester: Manchester University Press, p162. 
124  Manzoor, 'Environment and Values: An Islamic Perspective', p162. 
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Traditionalist writers agree that a movement towards unity and more 

environmentally conscious traditions and lifestyles is essential, and in the West 

over 25 years ago the economist E.F. Schumacher pleaded for the resuscitation 
of the four cardinal virtues of Christianity — those ofprudentia, just itia, 

fortitudo and temperantia •
125  However, the ideology of economic 'progress 

and growth' does not sit comfortably with those virtues - the virtues that 

underpinned traditional society — for a belief in 'free trade' and 'progress and 

growth' predominates whilst the policies of economic restructuring imposed by 

Western-led financial institutions have torn away the fabric of traditional 

lifestyles, and destroyed the spiritual worldviews of millions of people. As 

Guenon forewarned, the West has succeeded in interposing an "... anti-

traditional and materialistic outlook among other peoples; and whereas the 

first form of invasion ... only affected men's bodies, this newer form poisons 
their minds and kills all spirituality. " 126  He considers that: 

It is really an extraordinary epoch in which so many men can be made to 
believe that a people is being given happiness by being reduced to subjection, 
by being robbed of all that is most precious to it, that is to say of its own 
civilization, by being forced to adopt manners and institutions that were made 
for a different race, and by being constrained to the most distasteful kinds of 
work, in order to make it acquire things for which it has not the slightest use. 
For that is what is taking place... '27  

When one culture endeavours to impose its value-system and life-style upon 

cultures with traditions that have been built up and maintained over millenia, such 
impositions will inevitably engender resentment even if their leaders are amenable 

to such domination. Joseph Needham argues of other cultures that "...the West 

European or American 'way of life' cannot and must not be forced upon them. If 128 

It appears that the so-called 'progress' of Western civilization may, in fact not be 

progress at all, but may lead to the decline of that civilization, and the ideology of 

125  E.F. Schumacher, Small is Beautiful, 1974, London: Abacus, p292.. 
126  Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern Worg p145. 
127  Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern World, pp133 - 134. 
128  Joseph Needham, Within the Four Seas, 1979 (1969), London: George Allen and Unvvin, p28. 
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'progress and growth' may result in disaster, for one cannot dominate cultures by 
enforced globalization policies that enfeeble other nations without some form of 

retaliation. As Chandra Muzaffar states: 
... domination invariably demeans the dominated It diminishes human 
dignity. Most of all, domination dichotomizes and divides the human family. 
It splits humankind into the powerful and the powerless. It is a barrier to the 
unity of the human race which has always been one of the most cherished 
dreams of almost every religion in history... to achieve genuine unity within 
the human family there must be justice and equality for all its members. The 
basic needs of each and every human being should take precedence over the 
superfluous desires of a tiny component of the human race. All human beings 
must have access to the mental, moral and material resources which will enable 
them to contribute meaningfully to the political, economic, social, cultural and 
intellectual development of humanIcind. 129  

To this end, Cohn Hines suggests that: 
What is required is for the politically active to undergo a mind-wrench 
away from acquiescent to the new theology of globalisation towards 
considering the possibility of its replacement with a localism that protects 
and rebuilds local economies worldwide. This mind-wrench requires courage, 
almost of the .order of an economic 'coming out', in order to reject the 
orthodoxy's ceaseless mantra of the need for international competitiveness. 
It needs to challenge head-on this constant reiteration by a self-serving 
priesthood of mainstream economists, commentators and the new 'masters 
of the universe' -- big business leaders and international fmanciers. 130  

Such a move towards localized economies — whilst disempowering the multinationals 

and foreign investment — would see a return to more traditional values. As Hines points 

out, "localisation is not against rules for trade. It simply wants them to have a different 

end goal: protecting and re-diversifying local economies, rather than forcing all nations 

to bow the knee to the false god of international competitiveness." 13I  

129  Chandra Muzaffar, Human Rights and the New World Order, 1993, Penang: Just World Trust, 
pp42-43.. 
'3°  Colin Hines, 'Localisation: The Post-Seattle Alternative to Globalisation', The Ecologist 
Report — Global/sing Poverty, September, 2000, p55. 
131  Hines, 'Localisation: The Post-Seattle Alternative to Globalisation', pp55-56. 
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This chapter has demonstrated that globalization is not the answer to the crises the 

world now faces. By examining the evidence that a number of 'developing' 

countries have suffered a decline in the welfare of a huge proportion of their 

population since the introduction of 'free trade' and economic restructuring, the 
results are seen to concur with The Ecologist's damming evidence about the 
'shameful deceit' of those who seek to introduce a global economy. There has 

also been a 'shameful deceit' about certain environmental hazards, such 

as climate change, GM foods, and toxic pollutants, which, as Jonathon Porritt 

suggests, has been due to the hypocrisy, dishonesty and self-serving nature of 

those scientists, politicians and business people who conspire to keep the true 
facts out of public debate. I32  

There is a belief today that solutions to the crises facing humanity cannot be 

found in past ways of thinking. It is as if there is a consensus of opinion that 
envisages that only new ideas have any relevance. This widespread belief—

brought about because of a materialist view of the world — sees human progress in 

the ever-increasing use of science as vital to informing our future, for it can 

manipulate and control the material world for our 'benefit'. Yet, this 'way of 

thinking' is contradictory, for whilst on the one hand we are locked into believing 

that an economic system based on progress and growth is the only way forward, 
• we are at the same time behaving as if there is no future, by depleting the planet's 

resources at an alarming rate and destroying its ecosystems so fast, that each day 

threatens to take us beyond 'the eleventh hour'. 

It is, therefore, a myth that the ideology of globalization will solve the problems 

of humankind, for it is based on materialistic greed and not on humanitarianism 

and the virtues of justice and equality. The Western culture of 'modernism', the 

most damaging aspects of which are an over-extended rationalism and an 

132  Jonathon Porritt, Playing Safe: Science and the Environment, 2000, London: Thames and 
Hudson, p7. 
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overemphasis on - even glorification of- the material aspect of the world, has 

been responsible for the social, cultural and ecological crises that the world now 

faces. Consequently, instead of humanity endeavouring to solve the crises from 

the position of modernism, with a 'way of thinking' that created the problem in the 

first place, what is actually required is a reinstatement of a traditional conception 

of reality, which places emphasis on the sacredness of nature, and allows 

humanitarian values and localised economies to flourish, in order for people to 

once again live meaningful lives. We need to return with great urgency and 
deep humility to an understanding of the sophia perennis if there is to be any hope 
for the future, for without a 'lifting of the veil' of ignorance that blinds us to 

reality we will continue to move closer to the point from where there will be no 

chance of returning — we will have moved beyond 'the eleventh hour'. 

*** 



CHAPTER 6 

TRADITIONALISM OR MODERNISM? 
THE DILEMMA OF THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 

The Sacred as such is the source of Tradition and what is traditional 
is inseparable from the sacred He who has no sense of the sacred 	- 
cannot perceive the traditional perspective, and traditional man is 
never separated from the sense of the sacred Nevertheless, the 
sacred is more like the blood which flows in the arteries and veins 
of tradition, an aroma which pervades the whole of a traditional 
civilization. Tradition extends the presence of the sacred into a whole 
world, creating a civilization in which the sense of the sacred is 
ubiquitous. The function of a traditional civilization may be said to be 
nothing other than creating a world dominated by the sacred in which 
man is saved from the terror of the nihilism and skepticism which 
accompanies the loss of the sacred dimension of existence and the 
destruction of the sacred character of knowledge. S.H. Nasr. 

It was your skill and your science 
That led you astray. 

And you thought to yourself 
I am, and there is none but me. 

Isaiah 47.10 

In the light of what has been discussed so far, the crisis that the world faces as it 

enters the twenty-first century poses the question as to whether humanity will 

continue to proceed with the tenets of modernism and increase its impact upon the 

planetary ecosystems, or whether it will choose to develop a more sustainable 

way of life that is in keeping with the values of traditionalism. There is, 

according to the traditionalists, a path we can take that will enrich our inner being 

and hence our outer life, whilst at the same time allowing us to reduce our impact 

upon the planet's resources. The pursuit of knowledge outside the contekt of 

spiritual wisdom has brought the world to the brink of ecological destruction, and 

despite the fact that there are warning signs that all is not well with the planet we

•  remain in a state of 'forgetfulness' - the 'deadly sleep' of which poets like Blake 
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and philosophers like Ibn Al 'Arabi (1165-1240) and Hakim Sanai (d.1150?) 

speak - and in a state of denial about the seriousness of the situation. Sanai felt 

that humankind was concerned only with what is useless, and stated that: "All 

mankind is asleep, living in a desolate world; the desire to transcend this is mere 

habit and custom, not religion... Stop weaving a net about yourself: burst like a 

lion from the cage." Unfortunately, whilst the modern scientific worldview 

retains its materialist underpinning and the assumption that technology cannot fail 

to come to our aid, we are unlikely to free ourselves from our 'cage', and are 
destined to move beyond 'the eleventh hour'. 

That this predicament has developed within a culture that once was steeped in the 

non-materialist worldview of Christianity that held nature to be sacred and 

spiritual growth to be of prime importance, illustrates the vast change the West 

has made to its priorities and concerns over the last four centuries. In other 

traditions — including those of Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and Taoism — the 

spiritual life is all-important. Nature is still considered to be sacred; hence it is 

recognized by most who retain a spiritual belief that one should live lightly on the 
planet. In Hinduism, the Vedic teaching states that: 

Everything in the universe belongs to the Lord. 

You should therefore only take what is really necessary 
for yourself which is set aside for you. You should 

not take anything else, because you know to Whom it belongs. 

In Buddhism, those who have a higher wisdom endeavour always to refrain from 

harming others - psychologically or physically. And it is recognized that: "when 

selfishness is not checked by wisdom and compassion, exploitation of humans 
and Nature overrides ethical concems".2 

Hakim Sanai, The Walled Garden of Truth, (1131), (trans. David Pendlebury), 1974, London: 
Octagon Press, p22. 
2  Venerable Sucitto Bhilcichu, Buddha-Nature: Reflections on the Buddhist Attitude to the 
Environment, (a booklet produced by the World Wide Fund for Nature, for the Festival of Faith 
and the Environment, September, 1989), Hemel Hempstead: Amaravati Publications, p6. 
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In traditional Islam, a materialist worldview is alien to the principles of true 

Muslim thinking because the Qur'an plays a central part in people's lives, and the 
Qur'an, like most scriptures, calls for an ethical consideration of Nature: 

We created man and gave him the faculty of speech. The sun and the 
moon rotate in ordered orbits, the plants and the trees, too, do obeisance. 
The firmament — He raised it high, and set the balance of everything, so 
that you (humanity) may not upset the balance. Keep the balance with 
equity, and fall not short in it. 3  

In the lives of ordinary people until the last century there was an ethic of 

moderation within Muslim society which protected against consumerism and the 

squandering of natural resources. However, more recently, much of the Muslim 

world has adopted various Western values as Western-led economic restructuring, 
science and technology, infiltrated Islamic countries. As Guenon predicted, such 

countries have now imported weapons from the West to ensure that they have the 
means to safeguard their autonomy and their faith against not only Western 

powers, but neighbouring countries or regimes with opposing outlooks. This 

development of military power is dangerously at odds with the spiritual teachings 

of the Qur'an, which espouses a life of contemplation rather than a life of action. 

The increasing violence in those countries between groups espousing differing 

religious and political ideologies demonstrates how fundamentalism is 

increasingly taking a hold. As religious values of moderation give way to 

Western-style materialism, modernity in the Islamic world is bringing problems 

that threaten the cohesion of Muslim society, just as it has in the rest of the world. 

In contrast with modernism, the inner teachings of the major religions have 

always held that humanity's role on Earth is that of vice-regent or tnistee of God - 
in Islam, a khalifa - and not a master. The traditional religions recognized that the 

world does not belong to humanity to do with as we wish, for God has entrusted 

us with its safekeeping, and as such we are answerable to God for the way in 

which we may abuse that trust. The modern world lost this understanding of 

3  Qur'an 55:3-9. 
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humanity's role, and instead, a humanism emerged which installed man not as 

vice-regent but as regent. 

As we have seen in chapters 2 and 3, the way of thinking that developed as a 

result of the loss of wisdom in the West has allowed a science to develop which, 

although providing knowledge and techniques that have been of use to humanity 

in many ways, has at the same time destroyed that which was axiomatic in 

medieval society — an understanding of the world as the Creation or manifestation 

of Divinity and a corresponding respect or reverence for Nature. It is clear that 

the further modern Western civilization moves away from a traditional 

perspective and towards modernism the more alienated people become, and the 

more intensely does the disharmony created by that alienation spread into every 

corner of the world. Modernism affects every aspect of our lives, and feeds us a 

diet of never-ending innovation and change; change for the sake of change. 

Whilst the original motives behind 'globalization' may have been to conquer 

poverty and unite the world in harmony, in practice, because it is based upon a 

'too rational' economics, which has little room for humanitarianism, it has created 

disintegration and chaos and has needlessly impoverished great numbers of 

people. The disengagement from a belief in the overriding importance of a non-

material world has allowed modern science and the technology that it has created 

to continually press toward the destruction of, potentially, all life on the planet. 

Philip Sherrard believes that a new kind of world came into being as a result of 

the activity of modern science, one lamented by the Romantic poets of the 

eighteenth century who perceived the ravages of scientific industrialism on 

England's 'green and pleasant land' as barbaric. It was recognized even then 

that the spiritual and humanitarian element was being eroded, as many people 

lived in squalor, deprived of the basic necessities of life. According to Sherrard, 

by the first half of the nineteenth century English society "... was already well 

enmeshed in that process by means of which the strenuous activity of hard-headed 

industrialists and bankers, possessed by a single-minded devotion to making 
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money and to extending their power through the production and use of 

complicated machines and other devices... " 4, was dehumanizing people and 
society as a whole. He believes that the most fundamental achievement of the 
industrialists and bankers was 

... to standardize the factory slum as the normal type of urban dwelling 
and to extend the area of human and natural desolation at a rate never 
before reached. There is no need to dwell on the consequences of their 
success — on the mile after mile of workers' dwellings placed back to 
back where people dragged out their existence in conditions of foulness 
and filth never known in the serfs cottage of the Middle Ages; on the 
deprivation of the most elementary facilities of sunlight and fresh air, and 
the cutting of all links between the city and country surrounding it; on 
the systematic defacement of the countryside itself, the spread of disease, 
the spread of noise, the cultivation of a taste for ugliness of the most 
vulgar kind, the wholesale disparagement of life's most basic needs. 5  

Although life before the industrial revolution may have been extremely humble 

there was a natural order to it, and communities in rural areas lived frugal lives, in 
touch with the seasons and in touch with the soil, growing their own produce and 

providing the basic necessities for their own lives. Although most people 

needed to work hard, the aim was to create objects for their own purposes, and for 

trading with others, with skills handed down generation after generation, from 

father to son, and mother to daughter, objects that would "...reflect at least some 

glint of an eternal light and so recall, however crudely, an unchanging order in the 
midst of ceaseless change.' 

The modern world is a world that has narrowed its perspective, due to the method 

of validation that modern science uses to define what it believes to be real. There 

is a denial by such science that there might be higher realms of reality, because 

science believes that only what is directly verifiable by the senses constitutes 
reality. Such an error has occurred due to the overuse of the faculty of reason in 
order to dissect, analyze and classify material. And, as Shenard points out: 

4  Philip Sherrard, 'Modern Science and the Dehumanization of Man', in Studies in Comparative 
Religion, Vol. 1, No. 2, Spring 1976, p74. 
5  Sherrard, 'Modern Science and the Dehumanization of Man', p75.. 
6 j Eaton, King of the Castle: Choice and Responsibility in the Modern World, 1990, 
Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, p51. 
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...the scope of the reason is limited to the material it receives and to the 
conceptions which refer to this material without necessarily arising 
directly from it. The reason knows this material only according to how 
it appears to it and not as it is in itself, and similarly it knows the 
conceptions only as logical possibilities and not as realities in 
themselves. As for this material - the data with which the reason 
operates - this it derives from a source outside itself. It could - granted 
that this is a possibility - receive this material from 'above', through 
direct illumination from God or through supernatural revelation; or it 
can receive it from 'below', through sense-impressions of the 
phenomenal world. In either case, it is this material which constitutes 
the 'facts' with which the reason works. But if it closes itself to 
receiving these facts from above - from God, or through supernatural 
revelation - either because it denies the possibility of receiving them 
from this source or because it has not the capacity so to receive them, 
then it will be compelled to derive them exclusively from below, from 
the phenomenal world. In this case its conceptions will refer to the finite 
and temporal world alone, to the world of change and impermanence. It 
is this world which will then constitute what it calls reality - which will 
then be for it the real world. Moreover, in interrogating this world - in 
interrogating the 'facts of nature' - what the reason perceives will be only 
that which its own limitations allow it to perceive, and what it receives 
by way of information will be only... echoes of its own voice.' 

As a consequence of this, it has become 'unfashionable' to believe in God, for 

with emphasis placed on the reasoning, rational mind, there is doubt that God 

exists, even though the existence of a Divine Originator of the world was implicit 

in the belief-systems of all traditional cultures. Modern science also questions 

the existence of a soul independent of the body, for it holds there is no 'scientific 

proof' of its existence. Writing in 1966, the Nobel laureate, Francis Crick, states 

that: "I myself, like many scientists, believe that the soul is imaginary and that 
what we call our mind is simply... the functions of our brains."8  He further 
states: 

Once one has become adjusted to the idea that we are here because 
we have evolved from simple chemical compounds by a process of 
natural selection, it is remarkable how many of the problems of the 
modern world take on a completely new fight. 9  

7  Sherrard, 'Modern Science and the Dehumanization of Man' pp86-87. 
8  Francis Crick, OjMolecules and Men, 1966, Washington DC: University of Washington Press, 
p87. 

Crick, Of Molecules and Men, p93. 
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Richard Dawkins deplores what he calls religious 'superstition and magic', 

because he considers they inhibit us from understanding the beauty and poetry 

that lie in the modern scientific effort to unravel the secrets and mystery of the 

universe. 1°  Thus, there has been a concerted attack upon belief in the 

supernatural, including the paths provided by the great religions of the world." 

As Gai Eaton states: 
Without supernatural wisdom and without the humility which 
recognises the subordination of the reasoning process to that 
wisdom, it is impossible for human minds to keep a just balance 
between transcendence and immanence, reconciling the notion of 
God as totally 'other'... with the idea of God as intimately present 
everywhere... 12 

Eaton takes issue with those who seek to dissuade their fellow human beings from 

understanding that there is an eternal goal to be reached, and a spiritual effort to 

be made, stating that "it is difficult to measure wickedness and to define its 

degrees, but those who set themselves to persuade their fellow men that the world 

is nothing but a meaningless agglomeration of material particles (or the blind 

interaction of minute quanta of energy) totally separate from man's inner 

being... have done a thing beside which no massacre of the innocents can stand 

comparison."" 

Dawkins is merely one of several well-known scientists and science popularizers 

who dismiss the religious understanding of Nature, encouraging a sense of awe at 

the grandeur science reveals whilst denying that such grandeur contains a 

religious symbolism and significance. For Carl Sagan: "science is a way to call 
the bluff of those who only pretend to knowledge. It is a bulwark against 
mysticism, against superstition, against religion misapplied to where it has no 

business being." 14  The twelfth century Sufi sage, Al-Ghazzali (d 1111), would 

have replied to such a comment by saying that on the contrary, religion has every 

10 See, for instance, Richard Dawkins, Unweaving the Rainbow, 1998, London: Penguin. 
11  Gai Eaton, King of the Castle, p160. 
12  Eaton, King of the Castle, p156. 
13  Eaton, King of the Castle, pp 160- 161. 
14  Carl Sagan, The Demon-Haunted World: Science as a Candle in the Dark, 1996, London: 
Headline, pp41-42 (my italics). 
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right to be associated with science — for it is science! For Gha77ali, the opening 

of a window in the heart towards intuition is essential if one wants to understand 

reality, for intuitions "...spring up in the mind unconveyed through any sense-

channel", and "those who are not conscious of them have no right to deny their 

reality." 15  It is recognised that flashes of 'intuition' are common within science — 

and it is accepted that scientists such as Heisenberg, Einstein and Barbara 

McClintock found that answers to problems they could not solve occurred 

spontaneously when they were out walking, or sitting quietly, once they let go of 

the analytical, reasoning mind However, the intuition that we are concerned 

with is the 'intellective intuition' — a more permanent faculty — which, the Sufi 

sage, Ibn Al 'Arabi, states is "...unlike speculative knowledge which, at most, 

yields probability, intuition yields certain knowledge." I6  Intuition - as we have 

seen - is superior to reason, and reason should not be invoked to try to validate it. 

It evades this form of verification, for "the certainty of the Intellect comes from 

the fact that it knows; no one can add anything whatsoever to its essence, or take 

away from it the minutest particle." I7  

When it comes to religion, no distinction is made by modern science between the 

fundamentalist Christian thinking that places emphasis on the literal interpretation 

of Biblical texts, and that concerned with the study of the mysteries that lie 

inherent in such texts and those of other traditional religions. While it is true that 

the former is justifiably open to criticism, the latter provides an intellectual 

sophistication unparalleled by anything Western science has posited. As far as 

the study of the mysteries are concerned, for adherents of Western Christianity the 

teachings of Meister Eckhart represent the deeper levels within that religion, and 

15  Al-Ghazzali, The Alchemy of Happiness, 1983, (translated from the Hindustani by Claud Field), 
London: Octagon Press, p23 (my italics). 
16  Ibn Al 'Arabi, Fususul Hikam, Qash. Comm. Cairo, A.H. 1309, cited in A.E. Affifi, The 
Mystical Philosophy of Muhyid Din Ibnul Arabi, 1979, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
p107. 
17  Frithjof Schuon, Logic and Transcendence, 1984, London: Perennial Books, p163. 
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may give sustenance to those disenchanted with modern-day Christianity. 18  In 
Islam, the Sufi tradition represents the inner teaching, and is available to those 
who seek access to the mysteries within that religion, and the other religions of 

the East, such as Buddhism, Hinduism, and Jainism, are steeped in their own 
mystical traditions. 

As a consequence of science being divorced from metaphysics, modern scientists 

are considered by traditionalists to be engaging in 'scientism' and not science, 

since, as Kenneth Oldmeadow points out, "science becomes scientism when it 

refuses to acknowledge the limits of its competence, denies the authority of any 

sources which lie outside its ambit, and lays claim, at least in principle, to a 
comprehensive validity. ,,19  As Guenon states: 

By seeking to cut the sciences completely away from any higher 
principle, under pretext of assuring their independence, the modem 
conception robs them of all deeper meaning and even of all real interest 
from the point of view of knowledge, and it can only bring them to a 
blind alley, enclosing them, as it does, in a hopelessly limited realm. 
Moreover, the development achieved within this realm is not a deepening 
of knowledge, as is sometimes supposed; on the contrary, it remains 
quite superficial and consists only in that dispersion in detail.., which can 
be pursued indefinitely without coming a step nearer to true knowledge." 

And, as Schuon observes: 
Modern science is a totalitarian rationalism that eliminates both 
Revelation and Intellect, and at the same time a totalitarian materialism 
that ignores the metaphysical relativity - and therewith also the 
impermanence — of matter and of the world. It does not know that the 
supra-sensible, situated as it is beyond space and time, is the concrete 
principle of the world, and that it is consequently also at the origin of that 
contingent and changeable coagulation we call 'matter'. A science that 
is called 'exact' is in fact an 'intelligence without wisdom', just as post - 
scholastic philosophy is inversely a 'wisdom without intelligence. 21  

18  The Eckhart Society, formed in England in 1987, aims to promote the understanding and 
appreciation of Eckhart's writings and their importance in the history of Christian thought and 
practice. 
19  Kenneth Oldmeadow, Traditionalism: Religion in the light of the Perennial Philosophy, 2000, 
Colombo: Sri Lanka Institute of Traditional Studies, p119. 
20  Rene Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern World, 1996 (1927), New York: Sophia Perennis et 
Universalis, pp66-67. 
21  Frithjof Schuon, Light on the Ancient Worlds, 1984 (1965), Bloomington, Indiana: World 
Wisdom Books, p117. 
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That being so, Schuon argues that "a science that penetrates the depths of the 

'infinitely great' and of the 'infinitely small' on the physical plane, but denies 

other planes although it is they that reveal the sufficient reason of the nature we 

perceive and provide the key to it... is a greater evil than ignorance pure and 
simple."22  Such a science sees no dangers in divorcing itself from metaphysical 

principles, and accordingly its advocates pursue their work 'imprisoned' by their 

five senses, in the belief that what they are practising is true science. Titus 

Burckhardt warns that "modern science can never reach that matter that is at the 

basis of this world. But between the qualitatively differentiated world and 

undifferentiated matter lies something like an intermediate zone — and this is 

chaos. The sinister dangers of atomic fission are but one signpost indicating the 
frontier of chaos and dissolution." 23  

Cut off not only from metaphysical knowledge — revelation and intellection — but 
also "... deprived of that inner spiritual experience which makes possible the 

concrete realization of higher levels of being, modem man has been confined to 

such a truncated and limited aspect of reality that of necessity he has lost sight of 
God as Reality."24  As Nasr explains, the result of reducing reality to the 

externally experienced world - the world of the senses - has limited its meaning to 

such an extent that for modern man God has been reduced not only to the level of 
the abstract, but to the unreal, and "...even if he continues to have faith in the 

Divinity, the conception of the Divinity as Reality does not at all accord with that 

empirically determined worldview within which he lives and whose premisses he 

accepts unwittingly or often unconsciously."25  

22  Schuon, Light on the Ancient Worlds, p116. 
23  Titus Burcichardt, Mirror of the Intellect, 1987, Cambridge: Quints Essentia, p30. 
24 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, The Need for a Sacred Science, 1993, New York: State University of New 
York, p7. 
25  Nasr, The Need for a Sacred Science, p7. 
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In the West, rationalistic thought has reduced both the objective and the 

subjective poles of knowledge to a single level, whilst "...the traditional view as 

expressed in the metaphysical teachings of both the Eastern and Western 

traditions is based... upon a hierarchic vision of reality, not only of reality's 
objective aspect but also of its subjective one." 26  Moreover, as Nasr argues: "the 
history of science is often regarded today as the progressive accumulation of 

techniques and the refinement of quantitative methods in the study of Nature. 

Such a point of view considers the present conception of science to be the only 

valid one; it therefore judges the sciences of other civilizations in the light of 

modern science and evaluates them primarily with respect to their 'development' 
with the 'passage of time." 27  It also considers 'suspect' a traditional science from 

within its own culture, labelling it `pseudoscience' if it cannot be verified by the 
rules of strict 'scientific method 1 . 28  Consequently, for modern science, "...any 

science becomes suspect if it leaves the plane of physically verifiable facts, and it 

loses its plausibility if it detaches itself from the type of reasoning that is 

completely reliant on, as it were, a plastic continuity of the mental faculty." 29  
With no metaphysical underpinning, science in the West continues to demean 

traditional sciences, relegating them generally "...to the category of superstition 

26  Nasr, The Need for a Sacred Science, p15. 
Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam, 1987 (1968), Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, p21. 
28  This bias is revealed in the treatment of the work of Jacques Beneviste who, in 1988, confirmed 
that extreme dilutions of a substance (diluted beyond Avogrado's law) have a measurable effect on 
biological matter. Although his research results were published in the journal Nature, a later 
experiment Beneviste and his co-researchers carried out at the request of, and in the presence of, 
three representatives from that journal, failed to replicate the initial results, so his previous 
research results were dismissed as 'a delusion'. (See John Maddox, "High Dilution' experiments 
a delusion', Nature, Vol. 334, 28 July, 1988, p287.) The fact that the research had some 
connection with homoeopathy — considered by modern science to be `pseudoscience' (see the 
editorial 'When to publish pseudo-science', Nature, Vol. 334, 4 August 1988, p367) — 
demonstrates the bias of modern science. Although homoeopathy is known to be effective through 
experience, this is not considered by modern science to be a valid way of assessing its 
effectiveness, although an earlier research report in the Lancet had shown otherwise (See David 
T. Reilly, Charles McSharry, Morag A. Taylor, Tom Aitchison, 'Is Homoeopathy a Placebo 
Response?', Lancet, October 18, 1986). 
29  Burckhardt, Mirror of the Intellect, p14. 
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or the domain of occultism and pseudo-esoterism as one finds on the Continent as 

well as in England from the seventeenth century onward." 3°  

Whilst modern science remains unconscious of the fact that it is operating within 

a very small sphere — that of the material world — and "...can describe our 

situation physically and approximately... it can tell us nothing about our extra-
spatial situation in the total and real Universe." 31  On the other hand, the sage or 
gnostic is able to recognise things in their total context — they see God in all 

things, and all things in God. A metaphysical understanding of the universe is 

not separate from genuine science; rather, science lies within its wider scope, and 
traditional science has always been aware of this fact. It is modern science that 
is considered to be an aberration by the sages and spiritual masters of this world - 
past and present — for it presents a distorted picture of the world, and 

consequently, in introducing its own method of evaluation, it has placed 
limitations on the pursuit of knowledge. 

The sixteenth century physician and alchemist, Paracelsus, "...held that true 

knowledge is attained in two ways, or rather that the pursuit of knowledge is 

advanced by a two-fold method... In our present terminology, we can say that 

these two parts of method are intuition and experience." 32  For Paracelsus, these 
two modes should never be separated, because "the purpose of intuition is to reveal 

certain basic ideas which must then be tested and proven by experience. 

Experience, in turn, not only justifies intuition, but contributes certain additional 

knowledge by which the impulse to further growth is strengthened and 
developed."3. 3  He felt that to separate the two modes would only lead to disaster: 

Intuition without experience allows the mind to fall into an abyss of 
speculation without adequate censorship by practical means. Experience 
without intuition could never be fruitful because fruitfulness comes not 

30 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Religion and the Order of Nature,. 1996, New York: Oxford University 
Press, p127. 
31  SChU011, Light on the Ancient Worlds, p111. 
32 M' P. Hall, Paracelsus: His Mystical and Medical Philosophy, 1964, Los Angeles: 
Philosophical Research Society, p5. 
33  Hall, Paracelsus, p5. 
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merely from the doing of things, but from the overtones which stimulate 
creative thought. 34  

Paracelsus was fully aware that the times in which he lived were not disposed to 

this way of thinking, and that the medical fraternity considered that anything that 

lay outside the bounds of the rising mechanistic paradigm was 'magic', and he 

made many enemies. However, he "...warned his contemporaries that to divide 

therapy from religion was a grave error of judgement." 35  

Although modern science has given us much in the way of new cures for many of 

the diseases in the world, and has revealed a great amount of factual information 

about the physical world that was unknown in the medieval age, it has done so at 

the expense of the qualitative aspects, for these cannot be measured by modern 

science. 

Traditional science, on the other hand, bases itself "... upon the hierarchic nature of 
the cosmos, in considering the analogies which exist between the macrocosm and 

the microcosm and in relying upon the Intellect, which pierces through phenomena 
to their noumenal essences, in addition to reason and the senses." 36  It bases its 

practice upon the traditional wisdom that was outlined in chapter 2, which is 
timeless. According to Oldmeadow, it is both "a timeless, formless and 

immutable wisdom revealed at the beginning of time; and the formal embodiment 
of this wisdom which is transmitted through time." 37  He states that "... the 
Primordial Tradition or sophia perennis is of supra-human origin and is in no sense 
a product or evolute of human thought." 38  This contrasts strongly with 

34, Hall, Paracelsus, p5. 
35  Hall, Paracelsus, p2. 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Science: An Illustrated Study, 1976, London: World of Islam 
Publishing Company, nl, p27 (my italics). 
37  Oldmeadow, Traditionalism: Religion in the light of the Perennial Philosophy, p60. 
38  Oldmeadow, Traditionalism, p60. 
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'modernism' which is a product of that thought, and which considers that it is 

human reason, acting upon sense experience, that determines science. 

Although Christianity and Islam are both monotheistic religions, and might be 

expected to have adopted similar approaches to science, Nasr considers that 

because of the presence of a metaphysical doctrine, together with a traditional 

religious structure, Islam refused to make such a profane thing of nature as 

occurred within modern science in the West. 39  "Medieval Christianity shared with 
Islam a worldview based upon revelation and a metaphysical knowledge 

drawn from the sapiential dimension of the tradition in question... [but] this 
knowledge was not fully integrated into the mainstream of Christian thought." 4°  

As we saw in Chapter 2, Platonic metaphysics, which was incorporated into the 
early Church's thinking, was distorted to fit the needs of the Roman Church. With 

the rise of Scholasticism and institutional Christianity in the West, for most 

Christians, other than the mystics, the Platonic influence was lost. Consequently, 

once this occurred "... there was no means whereby a science based on 

metaphysical principles could be cultivated or even understood. Without such a 

knowledge the traditional sciences became opaque and even meaningless." 41  In 
order, therefore, to explore the full meaning of a traditional science — one 

considered to be sacred and not profane — it is necessary to turn to the science 
within Islam. 

As Islam spread from its origin in Arabia in 622A.D. across the Middle East, 

North Africa and Spain, it penetrated a variety of civilizations from which it 

absorbed those sciences which "...sought to express the unity of Nature and were 

39  Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Man and Nature: The Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man, London: Unwin, 
p97. 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, 'Islamic Science, Western Science', in (ed. Ziauddin Sardar), The 
Revenge of Athena: Science, Exploitation and the Third World, 1988, London: Mansell, p242. 
41 Nasr, 'Islamic Science, Western Science', p242. 
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therefore in conformity with the spirit of Islam: 42  Some elements from each 

were incorporated into a new corpus, "... integrated into the basic structure 
derived from the Revelation itself."43  The Islamic civilization thus became 

"...heir to the intellectual heritage of all the major civilizations before it save‘that 

of the Far East, and it became a haven within which various intellectual traditions 

found a new lease upon life, albeit transformed within a new spiritual universe:44  
As Nasr explains, many people in the West incorrectly believe that Islam acted 

only as a bridge over which ideas from these major civilizations passed into 

Europe, but this was not the case, for Islam absorbed and integrated into its 

worldview those theories which it considered fitted in with the tenets of its 

religion, but others were "... sooner or later dispelled from the arena of Islamic 

intellectual life or relegated completely to the margin of the tapestry of the 
Islamic sciences:45  The Islamic world also inherited certain aspects of the 
scientific heritage not known to the West, 

... in addition to the sciences of India and ancient Persia which reached 
the Occident through Islamic science itself. Islam absorbed nearly the 
whole corpus of Artistotelian science including the works of the 
Alexandrian commentators, Platonian cosmology, most of the 
important scientific achievements of Alexandria and its satellites in 
Pergamon, and the more esoteric strands of Greek science associated 
with both Pythagoreanism and Hermeticism. Muslim scientists, 
moreover, became acquainted with Sassanid astronomy and 
pharmacology and the Indian sciences, especially medicine, 
astronomy and mathematics. They also obtained knowledge of 
certain aspects of Babylonian science that had not been transmitted 
to the Greeks. 46  

Christianity, on the other hand, as we have seen, remained ignorant of many of the 

works of Aristotle, Hermeticism and Pythagoreanism until the second milleniurn of 
the Christian era. 

42  Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam, p30. 
43  Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam, p30. 
44 Nasr, Islamic Science: An Illustrated Study, p9. 
45  Nasr, Islamic Science: An Illustrated Study, p9. 

Nasr, 'Islamic Science, Western Science', pp239-240. 
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In contrast to Christianity, neither a Renaissance nor a Scientific Revolution were 

to occur within the Muslim world. Although there were instances when attempts 
were made by rationalist groups to challenge the Islamic orthodoxy, "the spiritual 

forces of Islam were always strong enough... to preserve the hierarchy between 
intellect and reason, and thus to prevent the establishment of a rationalism 
independent of the revelation: 47  Due to the efforts of people like Al-Ghazzali 
and Ibn Al 'Arabi, the philosophy of Aristotle and other more rationalistic 

philosophers was marginalized, and although rationalism still existed in the 
Muslim world it remained subordinate to gnosis. Ibn Al 'Arabi spoke thus about 
rational thinkers: 

They do not know that God has a faculty in some of His servants 
which bestows a judgment different from what the rational faculty 
bestows in certain affairs, while it agrees with reason in others. This 
is a station which is outside the stage of reason, so reason cannot 
perceive it on its own. No one has faith in [what reason holds to be 
impossible] except him who has this faculty in his person. He knows 
reason's incapacity and the truth of what it denies." 

The traditional sciences of Islam - together with those of Egypt, China, India, and 

others — are, therefore, "...based upon certain metaphysical principles that also 
constitute the principles of the religion and tradition within whose context these 

sciences have been cultivated. Some in fact have quite legitimately called them 
'sacred science' to distinguish them from profane science, "...which has cut off 
its links with the sacred." 49  Islam considers knowledge to be sacred, because 

...ultimately all knowledge concerns some aspect of God's theophanies. 
It is this sacred view of knowledge that has imbued the whole Islamic 
educational system to this day making it even institutionally inseparable 
from specific religious organizations and institutions such as the mosque, 
the Sufi centre and places run by means of endowments. 5°  

The pursuit of knowledge within the historic civilization of Islam was never 
segmented or departmentalised as it has been in the West. Islamic education was 

more holistic in nature, combining both formal and informal education. Thus: 

47  Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam, p27. 
4S  Ibn AP Arabi, (II 523.2) quoted in William C. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge, 1989, 
Albany: State University of New York Press, p203. 
49  Nasr, Religion and the Order of Nature, p127. 
so Nasr, Islamic Science: An Illustrated Study, p13. 
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The ideal man of learning in Islamic culture was not the specialist but the 
Hakim or wise-man who encompasses within himself all the intellectual 
qualifications of the sage, scholar, philosopher, saint, medical healer and 
spiritual guide... The Hakim seldom chose to specialize for then he would 
sacrifice knowledge in its total aspect. Although considerable progress in 
science, medicine and technology was achieved without which civilization 
as we know it could not exist, and experimentation in the research laboratory 
did take place, originality, innovations and change were never upheld as 
intrinsic virtues. The ideal of Islamic culture was not mechanical evolutionary 
progress but the permanent, immutable, transcendental, divinely-revealed moral, 
theological and spiritual values of the Quran and Sunnah. For this reason, a 
secularized concept of the natural environment could never take root in the 
East as it did in the West. 5I  

While Islamic natural philosophy continued to be informed by the spirit of the 

Qur'an, there was an "... integrating and all-embracing matrix within which 

particular descriptive sciences of nature have been cultivated, from mineralogy to 

zoology."52  Moreover, Islamic science, according to Nasr, has 
... sought to integrate particular forms of knowledge of the natural 
order into universal principles of a metaphysical and cosmological nature. 
And it has sought to study nature not only with respect to other physical 
and biological forms and vis-a-vis man's relation to these forms but most 
of all as the 'signs' or 'portents' of God to be contemplated rather than 
simply analyzed. 53  

In Classical Islam the traditional sciences include those connected with the 

qualitative study of the universe, such as cosmology, cosmography, geography, 

natural history (geology, mineralogy, botany, and zoology), mathematics, 
astronomy, astrology, and physics; and the applied sciences, such as medicine, 

pharmacology, alchemy, and agriculture. 54  It is perhaps important to note that: 
The Islamic classification of the sciences is based upon a hierarchy 
which has over the centuries formed the matrix and background of 
the Muslim educational system. The unity of the sciences has 
throughout been the first and most central intuition, in the light 
of which the different sciences have been studied. Starting from this 
unarguable intuition of the unity of various disciplines, the sciences 
have come to be regarded as so many branches of a single tree, which 
grows and sends forth leaves and fruit in conformity with the nature 
of the tree itself. Just as a branch of a tree does not continue to grow 

51  Maryam Jameelah, Islam and Western Society, 1996 (third edition), Delhi: Adam Publishers, 
pp141-142. 
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indefinitely, so any discipline is not to be pursued beyond a certain limit. 55  

To pursue any branch of knowledge beyond this limit was seen by the medieval 

Muslim as an illegitimate practice, for it would destroy the harmony and the 

proportion of things. Thus, although scholars like Nasr do not deny there is value 

in some of the findings of modern science, they criticize it both because it 
recognizes no such limits in its practice, whilst at the same time it does impose its 

own limits on what constitutes a valid science. 

The centres of learning where the Islamic sciences are taught are normally 

connected with local mosques in Muslim cities. Originally, lessons were 

conducted in corners of mosques, but gradually there developed the madrasah, 

which grew up alongside the mosque, and eventually this led to the full-fledged 

university about eleven hundred years ago. In the Islamic west, towards the end 

of the fifteenth century, the principal centres of learning were Fez in Morocco and 
Cordoba in Spain. At the Al-Qarawiyyin University in Fez, for instance, "one 
finds masters of all branches of intellectuality, such as grammar, law of 

inheritance, mathematics, chronometry, geometry, metaphysics, logic, rhetoric, 

music, etc., and these masters know all the relevant texts by heart." 56  
Although the most famous of these was the Al-Qarawiyyin in Fez (still in 

existence today), there were others such as the Zaytuniyyah in Tunis and al-Azhar 
in Cairo. However: 

...the madrasah was far from being the only centre for the study and the 
transmission of the sciences. The hospitals... played an important educational 
role ... [and] another important scientific institution which complemented the 
hospital and in which both research and teaching took place was the observatory. 
In fact it can be said without exaggeration that the observatory as a scientific 
institution owes its birth to Islamic civilization." 57  

55  Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam, p59. 
Salwat al-Anfas, quoted in Titus purcichardt, Fez: Cie)) of Islam, 1992, Cambridge: The Islamic 

Texts Society, p108. 
57  Nasr, Islamic Science: An Illustrated Study, pp19-20. 
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As might be expected though, Islamic cosmology is primarily concerned with the 

metaphysics contained within the esoteric message of the Qur'an. According to 
Nasr: 

It has in fact nothing to do with what passes for cosmology today. Islamic 
cosmology aims at providing a vision of the cosmos which enables man to 
pierce through the visible world to the higher states of existence and creating 
a science of the cosmic domain which acts as a ladder to allow man to mount 
to the 'roof of the cosmos', to use the well-known phrase associated with the 
works of Rumi, and even beyond it to behold Metacosmic Reality which 
transcends all the planes of cosmic manifestation. 58  

The aim, therefore, of all Islamic sciences "... is to show the unity and 

interrelatedness of all that exists, so that, in contemplating the unity of the 

cosmos, man may be led to the unity of the Divine Principle, of which the unity of 
Nature is the image."59  

Islamic science shared with religion the concept of balance (al-mizan). According 
to Nasr, within certain schools of Islamic philosophy the word mizan " ... is 
associated with the balance of the Universe itself through that Divine Wisdom 

which preserves everything in its place and has created everything according to a 

just measure so that the term becomes closely associated with the order prevalent 
in nature."6°  Therefore, in Islam: 

...the highest form of knowledge has never been any single science, 
or scientia, which remains at the discursive level, but the 'wisdom of the 
saints', or sapientia, which ultimately means gnosis. Not only did the 
Muslim and in general medieval sages say, with Aristotle, that knowledge 
is dependent upon the mode of the knower, and therefore upon his state of 
being; they also asserted, conversely, and from another point of view, that 
one's being depends upon one's knowledge. In gnosis, knowledge and being 
coincide; it is there that science and faith find their harmony. 61  

Within classical Islam, the "... gnostic tradition has been able to survive and to 

remain vital down to the present day, instead of being stifled, as elsewhere, in an 

58  Nasr, Islamic Science: An Illustrated Study, p28. 
59 Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam, p22. 
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overly rationalistic atmosphere."62  Nasr argues that this sapiential knowledge - 
gnosis - differs from the philosophy of today, ".:.which, being theoretical, is 
limited to the mental plane. Philosophy had originally been that element of 
doctrine which, along with certain rites and the practice of spiritual virtues, makes 
up the totality of gnosis."63 

According to Nasr, "gnosis, which has always been held to be the highest form of 

knowledge in Islam, as well as in other Oriental traditions, has definite conceptions 

of the universe, and in fact provides the only matrix within which the traditional 

cosmological sciences can be properly understood. ,,M  Ziauddin Sardar takes issue 
with Nasr on this point. He argues that while the worldview of Islam recognizes 

the existence and importance of gnosis, the "...notion of Islamic science based on 

the methodology of the gnostic tradition, more particularly Sufism, does not 

work" for "gnosis is neither amenable to empirical analysis, nor can one have 

access to it independently and at will, neither can its results be repeated or openly 
distributed to mankind at large." 65  However, arguing this way, Sardar is opting for 
the same means to knowledge as that used by modern science, and in doing so 

limits knowledge to that which is "... consistent, repeatable, able to be corroborated 
independently." 66  Sardar considers that Islam has not built its science on gnostic 

methodology, and consequently "the exponents of Islamic science must go beyond 

mere gnosis to produce something that is clearly distinguishable as science." 67  
However, Sardar's understanding of the 'gnosis' that Nasr is referring to seems to 

be misinformed. This can be demonstrated by the fact that he incorrectly aligns 

Nasr's beliefs with those of the gnostic 'cult' which he says emerged in the first 
century BC in Palestine. 68  But, Nasr is talking about ' gnosis' , which is universal 

62  Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam, p27. 
63  Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam, 037 (my italics 
64  Nasr, Sciince and Civilization in Islam, p337. 
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and timeless, and which, as James Cutsinger points out, is not related to the 
particular heretical religious sect of gnosticism. 69  For Nasr: 

The instrument of gnosis is always... the intellect; reason is its passive 
aspect and its reflection in the human domain. The link between intellect 
and reason is never broken, except in the individual ventures of a handful 
of thinkers, among whom there are few that could properly be called 
scientists. The intellect remains the principle of reason; and the exercise of 
reason, if it is healthy and normal, should naturally lead to the intellect 
... Reason, considered in its ultimate rather than its immediate aspect, can 
bring man to the gateway of the intelligible world; rational knowledge can 
in the same fashion be integrated into gnosis, even though it is discursive and 
partial while gnosis is total and intuitive. It is because of this essential 
relationship of subordination and hierarchy between reason and intellect, 
rational knowledge and gnosis, that the quest for causal explanation in Islam 
only rarely sought to, and never actually managed to, satisfy itself outside 
the faith, as was to happen in Christianity at the end of the Middle 

Schuon further clarifies the difference between reason and gnosis, by stating that 

"reason is something like a 'profane intelligence'; essentially the profane point of 

view springs from there. It is necessary for reason to be determined, transfigured 

or regenerated, either by faith, or by gnosis, which is the quintessence of faith." 71  

In contrast to Western science, "the rise of the Islamic sciences and their later 

development is inconceivable without the ever present spirit of the Islamic 

revelation, and the manner this revelation has moulded the minds, actions and 
surroundings of the men and civilizations responsible for the creation and 
cultivation of the sciences." 72  The Qur'an provides the guiding force behind 
Muslim life, and as Nasr states, Queanic "... revelation.., is inseparable from the 

cosmic revelation which is also a book of God... The key to the inner meaning of 

things lies.., in penetrating from the outward to the inward meaning of the Quran, 

69  James Cutsinger, Advice to the Serious Seeker, 1997, New York: State University of New York 
Press, p12. 
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a process which is the very opposite of the higher criticism of today." 73  Nasr 
maintains that: 

In Islam the inseparable link between man and nature, and also 
between the sciences of nature and religion, is to be found in the 
Quran itself, the Divine Book... As such it is both the source of the 
revelation which is the basis of religion and that macrocosmic 
revelation which is the Universe. It is both the recorded Quran and 
the 'Quran of creation' which contains the 'ideas' or archetypes of all 
things. 74  

Sardar states that the mandate for the understanding of science is contained within 

the Qur'an, and therefore scientists saw the natural world as needing 
... to be understood so that life could be lived in harmony with it. In 
fact, it was something sacred whose spirituality needed to be preserved; 
as such the sanctity of nature had a higher priority for classical Muslim 
scientists than the pure pursuit of science. Moreover, for classical Muslim 
scientists both the means and ends for doing science had to be based on 
Islamic ideals. 75  

Therefore, as Sardar says, the practice of science could not have included the use 

of animals in laboratory experiments - as is the case in modern science - nor any 

other unethical means of obtaining experimental data. Sardar cites the response 

by the physician Hunain ibn Ishaq (d.877) who, when asked why he refused to 

make poisons, replied that two things prevented him from doing so — his religion 

and his profession: "my religion commands us to do good, even to our enemies, 

so much more to our friends, and my profession forbids us to do harm to our 

kindred, as it is instituted for the benefit and welfare of the human race, and God 

imposed on physicians the oath not to compose mortiferous remedies.'"76 

Sardar explains that there are great philosophical and sociological differences 

between the way the West and the Muslim world conduct science: 
While it is possible for science in the West to develop outside the 
framework of religion and values and still have meaning for Western 
peoples and society, for Muslim societies a science that develops 
outside the worldview of Islam carries no real meaning and cannot be 

73  Nasr, Man and Nature, p95, 
74  Nasr, Man and Nature, pp94-95. 
75  Sardar, Explorations in Islamic Science, p23. 
76  Hunain ibn Ishaq, quoted in Sardar, Explorations in Islamic Science, pp23-24. 
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psychologically and sociologically internalized. In other words, it 
cannot become part and parcel of Muslim society and the amalgam 
of people who constitute that society. 77  

Islamic science should never be considered merely as a forerunner of modern 

science; it is an alternative. Classical Muslim scientists always considered 

scientific method to be subservient to the values and cultural imperatives of the 

worldview of Islam. According to Sardar, classical Muslim scientists such as Al-

Burini, rejected notions of 'science for science's sake'; rather, it was oriented 

towards the community. If it was going to help the community and came within 

the spiritually defined framework, then such science was acceptable. 

Traditionally, the practice of science in the Islamic world has been undertaken in 

a more contemplative manner than in the Christian world, with an 

acknowledgement that humanity and the world are sacred, and that research 

should always be undertaken with that in mind. Moreover, as we have seen, 

throughout the history of Islam there has been a connection between gnosis and 

the study of nature. As Nasr points out: 
So many of the Muslim scientists like Avicenna, Qutb al-Din Shirazi 
and Baha al-Din 'Amili were either practising Sufis or were intellectually 
attached to the illuminationist-gnostic schools. In Islam as in China 
observation of nature and even experimentation stood for the most part 
on the side of the gnostic and mystical element of the tradition while logic 
and rationalistic thought usually remained aloof from the actual 
observation of nature. 78  

In Islamic science there had never been an alignment of rationalism and 

empiricism such as occurred in seventeenth century Western science. Until 

recently when Western ideas started to infiltrate the East more quickly and more 

successfully than in the past, in all traditional societies - in India, China and 

Islamic countries - emphasis has fallen upon contemplation rather than action, and 

as Rene Guenon states, "the antithesis between East and West...may be said to 

Sardar, Explorations in Islamic Science, p21. 
78  Nasr, Man and Nature, p94. 
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dwell in the fact that the East upholds the superiority of contemplation over 

action, whereas the modern West maintains the contrary, the superiority of action 

over contemplation." 79  This emphasis on action - the incessant drive to uncover 

all of nature's secrets, to control her, and create what is perceived to be a superior 

world with the help of modern technology - is the reason why the West is 

reluctant to reverse its direction and lessen its environmental impact upon the 

Earth. Like the 'giant Albion' the West remains spiritually 'asleep', whilst its 

ever-active science and technology rushes it ahead on the path towards its own 
destruction and the demise of the planet. 

Not only has the West become ignorant of the importance of contemplation, it no 

longer understands the importance of symbolism. As Burckhardt states: 

"Christian cosmology borrowed the analytical thought of Aristotle, but it was 

from Plato that it derived the doctrine of archetypes that justifies symbolism and 

confirms the primacy of intellectual intuition over discursive thought." 8°  Martin 
Lings considers that "... symbolism is the most important thing in existence; and 

it is at the same time the sole explanation of existence." 81  For Lings, "... the 

universe and its contents were created in order to make known the Creator, and to 

make known the good is to praise it; the means of making it known is to reflect it 
or shadow it; and a symbol is the reflection or shadow of a higher reality." 82  
Thus, as the Qur'an in various verses affirms, the material world is a reflection of 

the non-material, and as Lings states: "... every single thing on earth has been sent 

down in finite measure from the Stores or Treasuries of the Infinite, sent down as 

a loan rather than a gift, for nothing herebelow can last, and everything must in 

" Guenon, The Crisis of the Modem World, p52. 
80  Burckhardt, Mirror of the Intellect, p18. 
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the end revert to its Supreme Source. In other words, the Archetype is always the 

Heir who inherits back the symbol in which It manifested Itself."83  Hence, more 
value was placed upon the contemplation of the glimpses of a higher reality 

revealed by science than upon a science that would be innovative and forever 

searching for the inner workings of the transient: 
Once the spirit of the Islamic revelation had brought into being, out 
of the heritage of previous civilizations and through its own genius, 
the civilization whose manifestations may be called distinctly Islamic, 
the main interest turned away from change and 'adaptation'. The arts 
and sciences came to possess instead a stability and a 'crystallization' 
based on the immutability of the principles froth which they had issued 
forth; it is this stability that is too often mistaken in the West today for 
stagnation and sterility. 84  

As the West moved towards a scientific revolution based upon empiricism, the 

Islamic world continued to study the symbolic sciences of nature as they had been 

doing for centuries, and "...mathematical and physical sciences continued to be 

studied in the midst of the symbolic sciences and in the light of the metaphysical 

and cosmological principles derived from Queanic revelation." 85  Islam also 

continued creating and preserving great works of art, and continued with the 

traditional technology that it had developed. As the Arab culture spread over 

much of Arab Spain and neighbouring countries, systems of irrigation were

•  introduced, and horticulture flourished. In Cordoba today there exists a water 

wheel originally built during the Muslim occupation alongside the river running 

through this once holy city. Islamic gardens and fountains were the envy of all 

Europe, yet "the garden in Islam is not only a place of refuge and contemplation 

but, in its role as the earthly reflection of the Paradisal Abode, it serves as a 

reminder to those frequenting it of both the immanence and the transcendence of 
God." 86  A plant or flower was grown not only for the "... delight and pleasure it 

gives to the senses... but also for the fact that its perfect beauty was a reminder of 

83  Lings, Symbol and Archetype, pp 1-2. 
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its heavenly archetype." 87  This illustrates the emphasis Islam places not only on 

the harmony of man and nature, but also the spiritual significance of nature in 

one's life. Today, one can still see an example of the science of symbolism, so 

important in Islam, within the grounds of the Alhambra in Granada, Spain, where 
... Muslim craftsmen incorporated a universal symbolism into their 
own image of Paradise. The gardens that extend from the courtyards are 
themselves a series of courtyards, formed, not by the stone walls of 
the palaces or other buildings, but by hedges and trees which become 
nature's own 'walls' creating secluded areas. It is in the nature of 
Paradise to be hidden and secret since it corresponds to the interior 
world, the innermost soul... 88  

The earthly garden, therefore, hidden away as it was from the outside world, built 

as a symbol of the garden of Paradise, provided not only a place of beauty - 

which was, as Emma Clark suggests, "... inextricably linked to the Sacred" 89  - but 

a place for contemplation. The loss of contemplative wisdom in the late Middle 

Ages was a major disaster for the West, for with that loss came the demise of a 

knowledge of symbolism and sacredness. The building of the magnificent 

cathedrals - in Chartres, Amiens and Paris, for instance - in the thirteenth century, 

had perhaps been the last attempt to incorporate these timeless qualities into the 

Christian world. 

The loss of symbolism in the West can be illustrated by examining what occurred 

when the geocentric Ptolemaic system of the world was replaced by the 

heliocentric system of Copernicus. Although it was Copernicus who proposed 

the theory, "the conflict over heliocentrism... did not erupt until the following 

century, when Galileo promulgated, not simply a mathematical theory, but an 

entire worldview."9°  Titus Burckhardt points out that in the vision of the 

geocentric world as expressed by Dante: 
The planetary heavens and the heaven of fixed stars that surrounds them 
were presented as so many concentric spheres... whose extreme limit, the 
invisible heaven of the Empyrean, is identified both with universal space 
and pure duration. Spatially, it represents a sphere of unlimited radius... these 

" Clark, Underneath Which Rivers Flow, p23. 
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spheres symbolize the higher states of consciousness and, more exactly, 
the modalities of the soul which, while still contained within the integral 
individuality, are more and more irradiated by the Divine Spirit. 9I  

Hence, there existed a cosmology that, although inaccurate from the physical 

point of view, was nevertheless invested with spiritual meaning, and expressed 
symbolically the vertical dimension of reality. For the heliocentric system to 

emerge: 
... cosmology had to be reduced to mere cosmography; thus the form 
was confused with the content, and the one was rejected with the other. 
In reality, the medieval conception of the physical world, of its 
ordonnance and of its extension, not only corresponded to a natural, 
and therefore realistic vision of things, it also expressed a spiritual 
order in which man had his organic place?2  

As a result of the displacement of the geocentric system, "the heliocentric system 

had no common measure with the subjective experiences of people; in it man had 

no organic place. Instead of helping the human mind to go beyond itself and to 

consider things in terms of the immensity of the cosmos, it only encouraged a 

materialistic Prometheanism which, far from being superhuman, ended by 
becoming inhuman."93  (Certain modern technology of today is witness to this 

fact.) Hence, the symbolism of the cosmos was lost, and in its place arose a 

'cosmology' with no spiritual vision at all, a 'cosmology' that limits its study of 

nature to the physical domain alone - whether this is upon the earth or in the 
outermost reaches of space. 

The loss of contemplative wisdom in the late Middle Ages, and the concentration 

on action that emerged, has driven a wedge between man and nature in the West. 

As a result, humanity's alienation from the environment "...combined with a 

theory of action as an aggressive externalization of human energy with the aim of 

91  Burckhardt, Mirror of the Intellect, p20. 
Burckhardt, Mirror of the Intellect, p20. 

93  Burckhardt, Mirror of the Intellect, p21. 
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indiscriminately raping and plundering nature, has led the world to its present 

environmental crisis." 94  This active mode of thinking, based on considering nature 

as a machine, has "...quantitatively studied, conquered, controlled, manipulated 

and finally, despite the opposition of many scientists, raped with such ferocity that 

the results now threaten human existence itself." 95  Sherrard states that the only 

reason we can continue with the desecration of nature is because we no longer 

consider ourselves to be sacred, and as a consequence: 
Without a sense of the holy — that everything that lives is holy — and 
without humility towards the whole - towards man, nature and towards 
that which is beyond both man and nature, their transcendent source 
and origin — we will simply proceed headlong along the course to 
self-destruction to which we are now committed, to that nemesis which 
is our own choosing and for which we are entirely responsible. 96 

The nemesis which lies ahead was, as we have seen, noted by Guenon who, even 

early in the twentieth century, had harsh words to say about the path the West was 
choosing to take. He forecast the probability of a cataclysm if the West continued 

with its philosophy of a 'progress of science', and warned that "...the dangers 

facing the Western world are entirely of its own making and proceed from itself." 97  

And, he asks the pertinent question: "...will the East, as a result of modern 

influence, have to undergo a merely transitory and superficial crisis, or will the 

West involve the whole of mankind in its own downfall?" 98  

Modern science has led us away from .a vision of the holy, and into the situation in 

which we now find ourselves, and we, can blame no one but ourselves. Instead of 

retaining a traditional science, and working within a system that took it as 

axiomatic that the world was steeped in the Divine, the West has, through its 

humanism and its sense of superiority, practised science with no such guidance, 

and the results could now be beyond our control. 

94  Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islam and the Plight of Modern Man, London: Longman, 1975, p75. 
95  Nasr, 'Islamic Science, Western Science', p241. 
96  Philip Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, 1992, Ipswieh, England: Golgonooza Press, p10. 
97  Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern World, p143. 
98  Guenon, The Crisis of the Modern World, p143. 
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Today, even the Roman Church has embraced modernism. It has broken from 

tradition with the sweeping changes promulgated by Vatican II, and has 

admonished those who refuse to go along with the changes and wish to hold onto 

tradition. Although it is true that the Vatican has sometimes protested at certain 

developments occurring in the modern world, it nevertheless helps to foster the 
fallacy that 'tradition' itself comprises an adherence to blind custom, and is 

therefore to be rejected. Rama Coomaraswamy is critical of the Church's attitude, 

and argues that "the attachment of traditional Catholics to their 'rites', does not 

reflect a 'sentimental attachment to habitual forms of worship', as Pope Paul VI 

(Montini) has said, but a legitimate sentimental attachment - indeed, a nostalgia, 
for the ' sacred ." 99  The Pope, however, decreed that "... it is necessary to know 

how to welcome with humility and an interior freedom what is innovative; one 

must break with the habitual attachment to what we used to designate as the 
unchangeable tradition of the Church... " 1°°  He declared that: 

We modems, men of our own day, wish everything to be new. 
Our old people, the Traditionalists, the Conservatives, measured the 
value of things according to their enduring quality. We instead, are 
actualists, we want everything to be new all the time, to be expressed 
in a continually improvised and dynamically unusual form.' 1° ' 

The modernism encouraged by Vatican II, has, according to Coomaraswamy, 

destroyed the Roman Catholic tradition throughout the world. He considers that: 
This Church speaks much of 'peace' and 'unity'; of the need for the 
'economic development of backward nations' (usually lands that have 
been 'raped' and reduced to below-subsistence levels as a result of a 
modem and totally un-Christian, western economic and political 
imperialism); of 'equality' and 'progress'; of 'human dignity' and 
'freedom', and of 'defending the rights of modem man'... This same 
Church speaks very little of sanctity, of the ascetical and spiritual life, 
of prayer and sacrifice. Even the most flagrant heretics and the wildest 

" Rama Coomaraswamy, The Destructionof the Christian Tradition, 1981, London: Perennial 
Books, p93, n6 (my italics). 
m°  Paul VI, La Croix, September 4, 1970, quoted in Coomaraswamy, The Destruction of the 
Christian Tradition, p92-93.. 
101  Paul VI, L'Osservatore Romano, April 22, 1971, quoted in Coomaraswamy, The Destruction of 
the Christian Tradition, p92. 
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liturgical abuses are allowed without reprimand, for every person must 
now be allowed to 'do his own thing'. Only those who affirm and give 
witness to the totality of the Church's teachings and who insist upon 
retaining her traditional rites are 'suspended' and threatened with 
'excommumication'. 1°2  

As a result of Vatican II, in many Western nations there has been a gradual 

movement away from the Church by those who find the changes confusing and 
devoid of meaning. Churches are closing down as fewer people attend Mass. 

Coomaraswamy argues that, since the death of Pius XII, "...the Vatican has 

become interested above all in adapting Christianity to modern ideas and in 

showing that it is no longer 'behind the times'." 1°3  An editorial in L'Osservatore 
Romano expresses the opinion that: 

'No one today any longer believes in tradition, but rather in rational 
progress. Tradition today appears as something that has been bypassed 
by history. Progress, on the other hand presents itself as an authentic 
promise inborn in the very soul of man — so much so that no one today 
can be at home with tradition which represents what has passed, but only 
in the future in an atmosphere of progress.' m  

As for the 'progress' that this litany envisages, Coomaraswamy points out that 
even an editorial in the New York Times disputes such a concept: 'It takes a 

touching faith in 'progress' — and a certain cultural arrogance — to believe that 

Western science and technology are bound to improve the lot of Third World 
peoples. It doesn't work out that way." 105  The effect of the Church's emphasis 

on modernism does little to help people focus on more sustainable lifestyles, for it 

encourages a belief in innovation and progress, with an active life of constant 

change. 

102  Coomaraswamy, The Destruction of the Christian Tradition, p243. 
103  Martin Lings, The Eleventh Hour, 1987, Cambridge: Quinta Essentia, p42. 
1°4  Editorial: L'Osservatore Romano, March 3, 1977, quoted in Coomaraswamy, The Destruction 
of the Christian Tradition, p244, n7. o(  the 

 in Coomaraswamy, The Destruction of the Christian Tradition, p244, n7. 
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The loss of wisdom that has occurred in the West not only affects the way science 

is conducted, but has allowed for a worldview to emerge which is wholly at odds 

with tradition. Although those involved in precipitating the Scientific Revolution 

— such as Galileo, Bacon, Descartes and Newton - were generally men of great 

piety who had no intention of challenging Christianity, the transformation that they 

initiated changed the understanding of religion and science forever in the West. 
The new science limited reality to the physical domain, and relied on reason to 

analyze the results of sense perception. As Nasr states: 
A new science was indeed born, one which discovered much in the 
realm of quantity, but at the price of the forgetting of the traditional 
worldview and the neglect of the spiritual dimension of nature - a 
forgetfulness with dire consequences whose extremely bitter fruits 
are only now being fully tasted. w6  

As Sherrard points out, "it is as if we are in the grip of some monstrous collective 

psychosis, as if in truth a huge death-wish hangs over the whole so-called 
civilized world." 107  Faced with the most appalling and "environmentally 

suicidal" situation, the urgency for the need to change is not recognized, and 

... in spite of everything we continue to blunder on along our present 
path of devastation in a kind of blindfold nightmare enacted with all 
the inevitability of a Greek tragedy, planning to extend our empire of 
sterilized artificiality and specialist methodology even further, advancing 
even further into the computerized or electronic wilderness, devising 
bigger and better banking systems, manipulating the natural reproductive 
processes of plants, animals and human beings, saturating our soils and 
crops with high-powered chemicals and a variety of poisons which no 
sane community would allow out of a closely-guarded laboratory, 
stripping the world of what is left of its forests at a speed which defies 
belief or understanding, and behaving generally in a manner which, even 
if we had deliberately programmed it, could not be more propitious to our 
own annihilation and to that of the world about us. 1°8  

And yet, in the face of this reality, the modern West fosters a belief in 'progress', 

and the Roman Church in supporting modern science in its belief in material 

106  Seyyed Hossein Nasr, 'Islamic Science and Western Science - Common Heritage, Diverse 
Destinies', in (eds S.H. Nasr and K. O'Brien), In Quest of the Sacred, 1994, Oakton, VA: 
Foundation for Traditional Studies, p163. 
107  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, pp1-2. 
108  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, pl. 
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progress, has given legitimacy to the Western ideas of 'progress and growth' and 

the 'development' of so-called 'backward nations'. If the world we are now 

intent on making is considered to be 'progress', then one has to question seriously 

what 'decline' would look like. 

The 'denial of reality' which has engulfed much of the Western world needs to be 

urgently addressed, and there is, therefore, a desperate need to recover the lost 

cosmic dimension of religion in the Christian tradition. Vincent Rossi states that, 

"even with the best of intentions, we have created and are sustaining, a division 

between the natural world and ourselves — a division that is at the very root of all 

environmental problems." 109  He diagnoses the crises the world now faces as 

being ultimately theological, and concurs with Sherrard that the problem lies more 

specifically in the "...theological interpretation of the relationship between God 

and Creation... " I I°  He suggests that: 
What must be recovered above all is the vision — not only that religion 
needs to be imbedded in the cosmos, but also that the world is imbedded 
in God. For it is this loss that inevitably led to the separation of religion 
from the natural order. 111 

Nasr warns that: 

There is a major crisis at hand and it must be taken completely seriously. 
Moreover, one must also realize that the environmental crisis cannot be 
solved by good engineering (or better engineering), cannot be solved by 
economic planning, cannot even be solved by cosmetic changes in our 
conception of development and change. It requires a very radical 
transformation in our consciousness, and this means not discovering a 
completely new state of consciousness, but returning to the state of 
consciousness which traditional humanity always had. It means to 
rediscover the traditional way of looking at the world of nature as 
sacred presence. 112  

1"  Vincent Rossi, 'Sacred Cosmology in the Christian Tradition', The Ecologist, Vol. 30, No. 1, 
2000, pp36-37. 
11°  Rossi, 'Sacred Cosmology in the Christian Tradition', p35. 
111  Rossi, 'Sacred Cosmology in the Christian Tradition', p36. 
112 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, The Spiritual and Religious Dimensions of the Environmental Crisis, 
1998, London: Temenos Academy, p6. 
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He considers that not only is there a need for the return "... of that supreme 

knowledge or science of the Real which is none other than metaphysics in its 
traditional sense or scientia sacra"113  , but that "... the world is also in need of a 

sacred science pertaining to the domain of manifestation and contingency but 

nevertheless dependent upon the Supreme Science or metaphysics, a science 

which can relate the various levels of knowledge once again to the sacred." 114  In 
doing so, psychology, for instance, would be incorporated once again into "... a 

science which reveals the way in which the play of the psyche can communicate 
universal realities... But, and the proviso is crucial, such a science cannot flourish 

outside a properly-constituted metaphysic and cosmology. „115 

For traditional writers, then, what is required is an "integral cosmological vision” 

that can be acquired by a "... mystical-intellectual knowledge of God and divine 

realities that is not confined to the subjective inwardness of personal experience 

and that can be translated into a knowledge of the world and of the cosmos that 
illuminates every object and every form of being. '5116 

It is essential that such a sacred cosmology be restored in Western Christianity. 
As Rossi points out: 

A study of the lives and writings of the great spiritual masters of the First 
Millennium of the Christian Church - East and West - will show that a 
sacred cosmology was integral to the Church's world-view... The self- 
understanding of the ancient Church - the united Christian faith of the first 
thousand years - shows a complex and subtle relationship between Church 
and cosmos. For the sacred cosmology of the early Church - the traces or 
vestiges of which still can be found in the Orthodox Church today - showed 
that not only was the Church imbedded in the cosmos, but that the cosmos was 
Embedded in the Church. 117  

It is, therefore, not a case of advancing new ideas, but of returning to sacred 
traditions that underpinned early Christianity in order for the Western world to 

113  Nasr, The Need for a Sacred Science, p173. 
114  Nasr, The Need for a Sacred Science, p173, 
115  Oldmeadow, Traditionalism, p134. 
116  Sherrard, Human Image: World Image, p147. 
"7  Rossi, 'Sacred Cosmology in the Christian Tradition', p37. 
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restore within itself a sense of the sacred, which will, in turn, enable it to 

transform outward actions into a reverence and caring for the planet, and quench 
the insatiable appetite that humankind now has to possess its bounty. 

Fortunately, there is a recognition by those "...who have pondered over the 

human condition and the future of man with any degree of depth.. .that certain 
new and at the same time old qualities must be cultivated by man if he is to 

survive, qualities such as self-restraint, humility, charity towards one's neighbour 
including the world of nature, magnanimity, justice, etc." 118  

Nasr questions, however, how those who have constantly been turned towards the 

idea of quantitative rather than qualitative growth will even perceive the need for 

the change which many scientists, ecologists and philosophers say is imperative. 

He also states that it is difficult to try to impose the idea of peace and harmony on 

a world that has extolled the human spirit at the expense of the world of the Spirit, 
because: 

The modem vision of remaking the world to bring about peace and harmony 
in the 'human family' is... based upon a fallacy related to the false conception 
of man... The result of this falsification of the real nature of man, who lives 
below his possibilities yet does not recognize his own evils, is that reform in 
the modem world is carried out in every domain except in that which concerns 
man himself. 119  

Sherrard points out that unless we reform our 'way of thinking' first, we cannot 

reform our actions. He considers that our present thinking is only 'habit', 

hardened over time by an adherence to the popular notions of the day held by our 

family, friends and peers, which since we were born has produced the conditioned 

person that we are by a form of 'enslavement' - an 'enslavement' that we have 

allowed to persist because of our misunderstanding of what constitutes 'reality ,. 120 

It is this 'cage' 121  from which we need to break free if we are to be our true selves. 

118  Nasr, The Need for a Sacred Science, p48. 
119  Nasr, The Need for a Sacred Science, p49. 
I2°  Philip Sherrard, 'For Everything that Lives is Holy', a lecture given to the Temenos Academy, 
London, June 13, 1994. 
121  See footnote 1 this chapter. 
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A reform of our actions, therefore, cannot be successful unless there is a change 

inwardly — a 'change of heart' — a movement towards Heart knowledge, towards 
the sophia perennis. Only then can we address such important issues as the 
ecological crisis with the urgency that is needed, for while we continue to believe 

in a materialist world and adhere to a worldview that encourages 'progress and 

growth' there will be no inclination to reach an agreement on the solution to this 

crisis. There will always be too much to lose 'economically' and 'politically', 

despite the calls from concerned scientists and more enlightened economists, 

ecologists, academics and lay people that not to do so could lead to disastrous 
consequences for us all. 

As we have seen, there is a vast difference between sacred and modern science, 

but whilst it is a fact that the latter has spread its influence across the world, the 

practice of sacred science still holds true for those who are deeply connected to 

tradition. Yet this connection involves something far more than the desire to see 

nature as sacred: it involves developing a mode of understanding that, as Sherrard 

suggests, can contemplate nature in the 'correct' way — an understanding that 

recognizes that reason alone cannot take one to that door. It involves transferring 

one's focus from action to contemplation. Besides the obvious advantage of 

quietening the mind, and removing the incessant craving to discover more about 

the inner workings of nature in a rational, reductionist way, it will allow for nature 

to be known in a qualitative way, as the poets, writers, artists, healers, musicians, 

sages and spiritual masters have known it for thousands of years, and which has 

inspired their work, for "the contemplative who is of a gnostic nature is the 
channel of grace of nature."122  And, being so, the contemplative 

122 N  asr 'Islamic Science, Western Science', p246. 



... hears the invocation of nature in the solitude of high mountains 
and deserts, along the shore of the sea and in the heart of forests. The 
mind of such a sage is indeed a mirror which reflects the light shining in 
his heart. His speculation is a reflection of the knowledge of the heart 
upon the plane of the mind... From this heart a light is reflected upon the 
mirror of the mind which in turn provides a doctrine concerning nature 
that cannot but reflect in conceptual terms that intimacy and inner 
Sympathia which the contemplative gnostic possesses with the inner 
reality of nature. To know nature according to the norms of the traditional 
sciences is to gain a knowledge which is permanent, which satisfies the 
mind while nourishing the soul. It is also to gain a knowledge which no 
form of quantitative science can replace, a knowledge without which man 
cannot ultimately survive on earth but with the aid of which he can live in 
harmony with himself and with nature because he lives in harmony with 
that reality which is the origin of both himself and the natural order. 123  

In light of the preceding, it is .essential that a change of consciousness occurs that 

will allow for a reversal of the path the world is taking. If, as Martin Lings 
suggests, in his book The Eleventh Hour'2  , the times are critical, then there is 
unquestionably an urgent need to replace modern science with a more holistic 

science, for it is imperative that science comes to the understanding that 

knowledge is not achieved by the senses alone if the world is not to be pushed 

beyond 'the eleventh hour'. Such a science would allow for an understanding of 

... the sacred quality of nature. It [would mean] the resacralization of nature, 
not in the sense of bestowing sacredness upon nature, which is beyond 
the power of man, but of lifting aside the veils of ignorance and pride that 
have hidden the sacredness of nature from the view of a whole segment 
of humanity. 125 

This is not an easy task, for as Sherrard points out, most of us were schooled in 

conceiving and perceiving the outer physical world "... in ways shorn virtually of 

the last vestiges of sacred vision, [and] it is only by what one might call 

providential intervention that we even begin to recognize and accept that our 

cosmos is, or may be, a sacred cosmos." 	He says that "we have literally 
allowed our reason to be kidnapped by a set of premisses — a framework of 

123  Nasr, 'Islamic Science, Western Science', p246. 
124  See footnote 103 this chapter. 
125  Nasr, Religion and the Order of Nature, p7. 
126  Sherrard, The Sacred in Life and Art, p147. 
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concepts or assumptions — whose truth can in no way be established by the reason 

and which, moreover, are, from the point of view of metaphysical doctrine, 

completely fraudulent."' Although science can follow rationally from premises 
it has itself created, as Raine suggests (see page 86): it is the premises themselves 
that are the problem, and it is these which need to be changed. Oldmeadow 

agrees: "the simple fact is that modem science cannot be 'humanised' or 

'reformed' from within itself because it is built on premises which are both 

inadequate and inhuman, not to say immoral." 128  If humanity wants any future, 
it is imperative to 'lift aside the veils of ignorance and pride'. Without doing so, 

the West will not be able to see that the harm it does to the planet and all its 
creatures reflects the human psyche's distorted view of reality, and it will not be 

able to stop that harm. It is only by opening up the Heart - as Al Ghazzili states - 

so that we open up the window to intuitive intellection, that we can hope to try to 

solve the ecological, cultural and social crises that have befallen our planet, for 

only by opening up the Heart can we truly understand our predicament and the 

kind of action we need to take in order to resolve our present crises. 

Hence, although the crises have occurred in the physical world, they need to be 

dealt with by 'a way of thinking' steeped in the non-material world of sacred 

tradition that 'contemplates', and reaches conclusions by reason illuminated and 

informed by intellective intuition and not by reason that has become 'rationalism'. 

This can best be accomplished by means of a spiritual discipline, one grounded in 

the esoteric dimension of Divine Revelation which aims to "... give man the 

means to transform his lower earthly self into his Higher spiritual Self in 

preparation for him to encounter the Divinity within the centre of his own 
being." 129  This spiritual method of self-transformation is a far cry from that 

practised within the psychologism of modernism, for it is based on a traditional 

127  Sherrard, The Sacred in Life and Art, pp I48-9. 
128  Oldmeadow, Traditionalism, p123. 
129  Amatullah Armstrong, The Artist Transformed: Sufi Views on the Development of the Self and 
Art, 1997, Master of Arts (Research) Thesis in Visual Arts, Queensland: Queensland University, 
pl. 



208 

method, "...through which inward disequilibrium and disharmony within the 

individual, and outward disequilibrium and disharmony within society and the 

entire global structure, may be rectified and brought back into balance and 

harmony." 13°  

As this chapter has argued, there is an urgent need for a metanoia, and in this 
respect perhaps no one has more clearly indicated the direction in which humanity 

should be heading than the twelfth century Sufi sage, Jalaluddin Rumi, who 
states: 

You have a duty to perform. Do anything else, do any number of 
things, occupy your time fully, and yet, if you do not do this task, 
all your time will have been wasted. 131  

* ** 

I" Armstrong, The Artist Transfonnect pl. 
131  Jalaludin Rumi, quoted in Idries Shah, The Way of the Sufi, 1980 (1968), London: Octagon 
Press, p110. 



CONCLUSION: 
METANOL4 

Is not the whole of human life turned upside down: 
and are we not doing, as would appear, in everything 
the opposite of what we ought to be doing? 

Plato (Gorgias, 481c) 

In every state, the Heart is my support: 
In this kingdom of existence it is my sovereign. 
When I tire of the treachery of Reason - 
God knows Jam grateful to my heart.... 

Ustad Khalilullah Khalili 

This thesis has defended the view, held by the traditionalists, that it is a loss of 

wisdom in Western civilization that has allowed the current materialist and 

rationalist worldview to emerge — one that is at odds with the conception of 
humanity and the world held by traditional cultures, and one that has brought us 

to the ecological crisis the world now faces. The crisis is seen by traditionalists as 

first and foremost a spiritual crisis, and this thesis has argued that a return to the 

sophia perennis is needed if we are to effectively turn back from the 'eleventh 
hour'. 

It is clear that the crisis the world now faces did not arise unanticipated. As 

Chapter 1 has shown, there were many who foresaw what was likely to occur if 

humanity continued with certain practices, but such people were relegated to the 

position of 'doomsdayists', and their prognosis of the situation belittled or ignored. 

Today - when alarming evidence is emerging that Western-led 'globalization' is 

furthering the damage to the environment, cultures, and societies around the 

world - governments, financial and business leaders are reluctant to take the 

necessary steps to address the problem. Although scientists and 

environmentalists have repeatedly warned that the planet's ecosystems are being 

209 
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• severely stressed, and the environmental problems - outlined in the Introduction 

and Chapter 1 - have borne out the legitimacy of such warnings, little is done to 
reverse this trend. Instead, there is a refusal on the part of business and 

government to admit that the situation is as serious as is suggested, and a lack of 

recognition by society as a whole that the situation is critical. This is due not only 

to a disregard for the reality of that which confronts us, but to tremendous 
pressure from those who believe that the present global economic system is 

essential. 

Chapter 2 has argued that the denial of reality is due to a 'loss of wisdom' which 

has occurred due to the obscuring of 'the eye of the Heart' - intellective intuition. 

When this faculty is operative, the world is invested with a significance of which 

reason and the senses are not aware. This 'Heart knowledge', which is a 

knowledge of the essential nature of ourselves and of the world, fosters a response 

to humanity and the natural world that is inherently appropriate. This chapter 

examined how the loss of such wisdom occurred in Western Christianity as it 

became institutionalized and the influence of Platonic thought gave way to 

Aristotleanism. 

The rise of modern science was shown to be a response to the changed 

perspective that emerged once reason and empiricism came to the fore. The 

greater interest in the material aspect of the world placed emphasis on the aspects 

of nature that could be quantified, and this led to mathematics becoming the key 

to unlocking the secrets of nature. Only what was quantifiable was seen to be 

real. Without the guiding principle of the higher faculty of intellective intuition, 

there eventually developed an epistemology that accepted reason and empiricism 

as the only means by which 'reality' could be known, this being an over extension 

of reason or 'rationalism'. Chapter 3 examined how, with an emphasis on reason 

and empiricism, the medieval worldview - which saw nature as sacred - gave way 

to one that believed nature needs to be controlled and manipulated for the benefit 
of humanity. A mechanistic science emerged that, devoid of a spiritual or 
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religious underpinning, became free to exploit the planet's resources, and to 

develop the kind of technology that now threatens the destruction of all life on the 

planet. This thesis has argued that the epistemology, ontology and cosmology of 

modem science have not only banished the traditional conception of humanity's 

relationship to the Earth and to the Divinity, but also our self-image. With a self-

image that has largely been manufactured by modem science, we now see 

ourselves as beings whose destiny and needs may be fulfilled by the pursuit of 

social and economic self-interest. As a consequence, the modem worldview 

(modernism) represents not reality but a forgeulness of who and what we are. 

Chapter 4 focused on the 'reign of quantity' and demonstrated that, once science 

came to concentrate on the quantification of phenomena and ignore the qualitative 

aspects, an economic system arose that came to value the planet and its resources 

only in monetary terms, its qualitative value having little significance. The 

materialist view of nature has gone hand in hand with a view of material progress 

and growth. This growth is believed to equate with human welfare. Yet, as 
chapter 5 has revealed, for most people in the world such growth does not 

contribute to their welfare, and it is almost never beneficial to the natural world. 

It has been demonstrated that the ideology of globalized 'free trade' - despite the 

West's belief that it will alleviate poverty - has in fact created greater 

impoverishment than hitherto existed, especially within 'developing' countries. 

The thesis has argued that an economic system that sees the quantity of goods and 

wealth as having a higher value than the quality of life, and is complicit in the 

destruction of the equilibrium of the planet, can only have been devised by a 

section of humanity that neither values the human being as a spiritual entity with 

meaning and a purpose, nor reveres nature as anything other than a material 

resource to be plundered. It has demonstrated that since globalization can only 

come about through the East's adoption of the West's values, it entails a virtual 

homogenization of cultures into a universal one that is predominantly Western 
and modem. The result, therefore, as Chapter 5 illustrates, is the corrosion of 
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traditional cultures, and the destruction of sustainable lifestyles, local economies, 

spiritual traditions, and more sensitive attitudes toward nature. It was shown that 

there is a growing public awareness of the negative effects of globalization, and 
voices of concern are now being heard across a wide spectrum of society. A 
return to localized economies that concentrate on 'need' rather than 'greed' is 

considered to be essential if there is to be an end to poverty and a reversal of the 
damage created by the global economic system. 

Chapter 6 concentrated on comparing modern science with the traditional science 

of Islam - a sacred science - in order to demonstrate more clearly that whilst 

modern science has given us much in the way of factual information about the 

physical world, it has done so at the expense of its qualitative aspects. The thesis 

determined that within traditional Islam the practice of science was based upon a 
wisdom that is timeless - of supra-human origin - rather than upon a product of 
human thought that considers it is human reason alone, acting upon sense 

experience, that leads to knowledge, as is the case with modern science. 
Traditional science bases its practice on the sophia perennis, and arises from the 
operation of the reason and the senses informed by the Intellect. 

In contrast to modern thinking, traditionalists recognize that metaphysics is not 

separate from genuine science; rather, science lies within its wider scope. As 

chapter 6 concludes, because of the retention of metaphysical doctrine, Islam, in 

contrast to the West, declined to profane nature. Although there were attempts by 

rationalistic elements to challenge orthodoxy, the pre-eminence of intellection 

was always preserved in Islamic science, and rationalism was marginalized. 

Islam recognized that the development of any particular discipline within science 

had natural limits, often defined by the ethical principles within its religion. As a 

consequence, unethical means of obtaining experimental data were not 

acceptable. These principles rarely operate in modern science, as is clearly 

evidenced by the examples of the misuse of science given in this thesis. 
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Since, in Islamic cultures there remained a close affinity between learning and 

religion, the pursuit of knowledge was never segmented or departmentalized as it 
was to become in the West, and the development of a secularized idea of nature 

was not possible. In addition, the forms of nature were seen as signs of the 

Divinity. Basing their outlook on the prompting of Islamic revelation, traditional 

Islamic scientists conceived it a duty to understand the workings of nature, not in 

order to control it, but rather to discover how one could live in harmony with what 

was considered sacred, so as to preserve it. The harmony that was thought 

essential between man and nature found its expression in the use of science for the 

creation of beauty, and this can be seen, for instance, in the techniques of 

irrigation used to create harmonious gardens as places of contemplation. Since 

Islamic science was usually practiced by those with a philosophical bent, it was 
necessarily practiced in a contemplative manner, rather than an active one. 

As chapters 2 and 3 demonstrated, the loss of the contemplative wisdom in the 

West resulted in the demise of a sense of the sacred in nature and in our own 
being, and this has driven a wedge between humanity and nature. Humanity's 

alienation from the environment has led to the environmental crisis of today. The 

active, rationalistic mode of thinking does not allow a suitable response to nature, 

and instead actually fosters an antagonistic one. Modern science has led us away 

from a vision of the holy. The thesis has argued that, because we did not retain a 

traditional science which takes it as axiomatic that the world is steeped in the 

Divine, the West has practiced science without guidance, and the consequences 

are all around us. 

Further, because the Western world has been turned in the direction of the 

quantitative for so long, the awareness of our inner nature has been stripped away, 

along with an understanding of our own deviation from a rightful path. There is 

consequently no perception that the harm done to the planet reflects the actions of 

'a blighted psyched , and therefore the majority do not recognize the need for 

I  See Theodore Roszalc, Introduction, footnote 2. 
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qualitative change. Instead it is usually understood that reform needs to occur in 

the outer world, but does not relate to the inner world of our being. Yet, since it is 
our very 'way of thinking' - our lack of awareness of our true nature - that has been 

the cause of our aberrant behaviour, the thesis concludes that it can only be a 

change in that 'thinking' that could enable us to understand our predicament and 

see how we must act. Without such a change we will not be able to stop the harm 
that we are doing to the planet, and to the rest of humanity. Whilst we remain 

asleep, like Blake's giant 'Albion'', or 'asleep, concerned only with what is 

useless, living in a wrong world'', as Sanai suggests, we will move rapidly beyond 

'the eleventh hour' from which there may be no return. 

It is argued, therefore, that for the West a recovery of the lost dimension of 

mysticism in Christianity would allow for the necessary change of consciousness, 

or metanoia, to occur. A change of consciousness would allow for a 

reinstatement of a science of the Real, which is metaphysics in its traditional 

sense, together with a,sacred science that pertains to this world, but which is 
underpinned and informed by this metaphysics. It is not, however, a case of 

imbibing new ideas, but of returning to sacred traditions that are timeless, in order 
to restore the sense of the sacred, which will in turn enable the transformation of 

our relationship to the world into one of reverence and caring. 

As we saw in the Introduction, there are those who will object to the traditionalist 

stance on the grounds that there is no 'proof that a timeless wisdom exists. It is, 

therefore, perhaps worth repeating Frithjof Schuon's thoughts on this matter: 

"...the only possible reply is that such proof is given by the expressions of 

Intellection themselves; just as it is impossible to prove to every soul the validity 

of a given religion... so also it is impossible to prove the reality of the Intellect to 

every understanding, which again proves nothing at all against the said reality."4  

2  See Kathleen Raine, Introduction, footnote 7. 
3  See Hakim Sanai, Chapter 6, footnote 1. 



215 

The reinstatement of a spiritual metaphysics does not entail adherence to a narrow 

set of beliefs or practices that confine us or inhibit the expression of our true 
nature. On the contrary, the 'rediscovery' of the vertical dimension is the 

reclamation of our true nature - it is a remembering. It is to reinstate an 

understanding of humanity that goes far beyond any psychological or scientific • 

conception. It is to re-establish an image of humankind that escapes the narrow 

confines of the modernist view, and re-establishes an understanding of that 

intuitive element in our being that informs reason and invests our being with 

knowledge of the true, the good, and the beautiful. It is the knowledge of the 

Heart and not the head. And this human image is intimately connected to the 

image we have of the world. For if our being is revealed as sacred by virtue of its 

connection with that which lies 'above' as originator of that being, then nature 

too, as a further expression of that same source, partakes of sacredness in just the 

same way. When nature is truly seen as sacred, as an expression of the Divine 

and as that which has been entrusted to us with a sacred trust, then the sort of 

nurturing or caring response to the natural world envisaged by the proponents of 

ecological thinking follows naturally and effortlessly. We may then live our lives 

with dignity and restraint. 

*** 

4  See Frithjof Schuon, Introduction, footnote 19. 
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