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NOTES ON RICHARD TARNAS’ “THE PASSION OF THE WESTERN MIND: 

UNDERSTANDING THE IDEAS THAT HAVE SHAPED OUR WORLD VIEW.” 

PART I 
INTRODUCTION 

There is considerable psychological value in surveying the evolutionary course 

taken by the western mind and culture through it major eras - the classical, 

medieval, modern and now postmodern.  By doing so, insight is gained into the 

principle ideas behind our assumptions, attitudes, values and ways of life today, 

in the uncertainty of the contemporary world, often competing.  Such an exercise 

allows us to place them in perspective and make more informed choices on the 

direction of our lives, both collectively and individually.  In psychologically 

introspective individuals, my main concern, such an endeavor is not only 

intrinsically interesting in itself, but it can serve the purpose of encouraging 

intellectual self- examination and possibly provide the impetus for supporting or 

engaging in a far-reaching transformative process that fulfills the profounder 

demands of the present evolutionary drive for increased consciousness. 

 

The Early Philosophers and the Greek World View 
The western mind did not develop out of a vacuum, but out of the soil of a 

mythological universe, specifically the one initiated by Homer in the 8th century 

B.C. (Tarnas, 1991, passim).  In such a world, there was a dynamic interplay 

between the Gods and Goddesses in a dramatic play of personal engagement 

with destiny, in a world experienced as a polarity that imbued individual life with a 

sense of universal order and meaning.  Individual society and nature all partook 
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of justice, distributed by Zeus, who was himself, as were all the Gods and 

Goddesses, ultimately subjected to the law of moira or fate. 

 

The intellect, along with growing passion for intellectual clarity, began its  

developmental journey during the early part of the 6th century B.C.  The early 

philosophers struggled with emancipating the human mind and reason from a 

mythological world view.  In the process, there was gradual rejection and 

suppression of the Gods and Goddesses and the related organizing structure of 

the world, which included the material world and nature.  There was also an 

attempt to cut through sensory appearance in an effort to determine the essential 

nature of the material world.  The split between the natural ground of being and 

the feminine principle, and developing western consciousness, which took a 

radical turn with the Kurgan invasions, on the one hand and our Semitic 

forefathers, on the other, consequently, became wider. 

 

Mainline intellectual development reached its apex with a group of secular 

humanists, the Sophists, in fifth (5th) century B.C. Athens.  According to their 

chief protagonist: “man was the measure of all things” (ibid, p. 27) indicating the 

extreme nature of the shift in the structure of consciousness from the 

mythological age, where justice and fate (moira) were the final arbiter and not 

man.  Taking a neutral and detached position towards the Gods and Goddesses, 

the Sophists considered nature to be impersonal, while functioning according to 
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the laws of chance. Philosophically man, as a result, became free to follow his 

own individual path based on what, he believed to be enlightened self-interest.  

 

Socrates and Plato 
In response to the prevailing materialistic intellectual climate, Socrates 

developed a philosophy that tried to account for evidence of ordered intelligence 

in the universe.  The goal of philosophic inquiry was, he believed, to discover the 

nature of this reality, which he identified as the essence of such phenomena as 

virtue, justice, beauty, truth and goodness, etc.  The happy life, for him, was one 

lived according to reason, informed by goodness.  The moral task, therefore, was 

too inquire into the nature of the essence of goodness and  to conduct one's life 

accordingly. 

 

As Socrates wrote nothing, we turn to Plato for explications on the former’s 

philosophic positions.  Particularly in his later dialogues Plato developed his 

thinking by drawing out what he felt to be implicit in his interlocutors’ conduct and 

arguments.  Essentially, he demonstrated that they postulated that the core of 

knowledge and moral conduct was based on the reality of the idea, what is 

referred to today as the archetype.  Accordingly, should one experience 

something as true, good or beautiful, that something partook of the essence of 

archetypal goodness, beauty or truth.   

 

The philosophers asserted the existence of archetypal ideas or forms that are 

self-evident to the lover of truth.  According to them, although the idea is eternal 
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and immutable it can be experienced in the flux of the everyday world of 

empirical reality and the senses.  A beautiful ephemeral object, therefore, 

partook of the archetypal form of beauty, which, in itself, is immutable.  In Plato’s 

model of reality, the archetypal essences were not accessible to the senses, but 

only to the intellect.  In addition, Plato posited that pure reality, which transcends 

all archetypes, is a supreme intellignece that, although not the sources of order 

in the cosmos, permeates it. 

 

Human reason, in this view, is grounded on something objective that lies outside 

of its subjective personal considerations.  The empirical world of the senses, 

however, became more problematic and devalued.  Experiences of the senses, 

according to Plato’s model, could only produce opinions, while reflections on the 

essences of ideas brought knowledge.  The polarity intrinsic to the mythological 

world, which allowed for a dynamic, if less conscious interaction between ideas, 

through the gods and goddess, and empirical experiences, was dichotomized.  

Although there was an implicit underlying identity between the ideas, also 

referred to as forms, and the gods and goddesses of mythological Greece, true 

to the nature of the dividing intellect, a duality was established that exalted the 

spirit and the intellect, while devaluing the material world and experience of the 

senses. 

 

Aristotle 
An outstanding student at Plato's academy eventually expressed profound 

disagreement with his mentor and struck out on his own.  His name was 
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Aristotle.  Whereas Plato's philosophy tended to be other-worldly and idealistic 

and the temporal world depreciated, for Aristotle, the reverse was true.  He 

considered the palpable world of concrete objects as constituting true reality, and 

not Plato's eternal world of ideas or forms. 

 

The difference between Aristotle's understanding of the nature of forms and that 

of Plato's is the key to their different approaches to philosophy.  Whereas for 

Plato the form or eidos is eternal and perceptible only with the mind, for Aristotle 

it is fully immanent and totally dependent on its embodiment in the physical 

world.  The distinctive essence of primary reality of any given substance is due to 

its embodying the form (eidos). Although the form is universal; it is not self-

subsistent, but only recognizable in the material object. 

 

By way of an example, in Aristotle's doctrine of categories, a short brown table 

consists of substance (table), quality (brown) and quantity (short).  According to 

Aristotle, quality (brown), quantity (short) and relation (shorter, taller, etc.) exist 

only relative to the substance and are derivative.  They are abstractions based 

on experience of the sensible world. Only the embodiment of form in distinctive 

individual substance is real.  Likewise, beauty exists if it actually resides in an 

object, meaning  if the object itself is beautiful.  This contrasts sharply with 

Plato's view that beauty, brownness, shortness, tallness, etc. have eternal reality 

independent of any object in the material world. 



Tarnas and the Western Mind 7 

In Aristotle's understanding of form, there is both essential structure and intrinsic 

development.  There is a natural teleology where the object of nature fulfills itself 

in the form, for example, as the acorn becomes the  oak tree.  Whereas for 

Plato, the material world is an imperfect  reflection of the eternal idea or form, for 

Aristotle, it was inherent in the natural organism to develop from immaturity to 

mature fulfillment of the form, from potentiality to actuality.  Thus, the ephemeral 

world of becoming, both continuity and change, is accorded the status of full 

reality by Aristotle, in contrast to its typical depreciation by Plato.  In addition, 

there is a Supreme Form and unmoved mover, an ultimate cause and ordering 

principle of the universe. 

 

Whereas, for Plato, ethical life is based on a search for the Good and the 

essential nature of Virtue, a transcendent idea, for Aristotle , ethical life is not 

based on an idea, but on a good person acting in a virtuous way.  The ethical life 

is a virtuous life, requiring deliberation and choice.  It is a life in search of 

balance, where choices are made between extreme opposites in concrete 

situations.  The goal of life is to attain happiness, which requires virtuous living. 

 

Plato’s (Socrates’) and Aristotle’s Legacies 

Aristotle's principle legacy to the western psyche is logical empiricism and the 

science of nature.  Plato's (and Socrates’) legacy is metaphysical idealism and 

the workings of the intuitive intellect.  For each, truth can be attained by the 

responsible individual through use and refinement of the intellect, according to 
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the mode intrinsic to the philosophical postion in question.  Between them, there 

is a kind of consummation of Greek intellectual culture and mental development.  

Their respective philosophies, therefore, laid the ground for the forthcoming 

adventure of the western mind, while representing the underlying dynamic 

tension inherent in it. 

 

PART II 
INTRODUCTION 

During the fourth Century B.C., Alexander disseminated Greek Culture based on 

a vision of universal brotherhood.  After his death, power was transferred to 

Rome, which became the center of a new empire.  While its peculiar genius 

expressed itself in matters of law, political administration and war, Hellenistic 

culture permeated the arts, sciences and education.  

 

Further Philosophic development 
Three new schools of philosophy emerged in response to the political confusion 

of the time, Stoicism, Epicureanism and Skepticism.  Stoicism and Epicureanism 

were primarily of an ethical nature, formulated to deal with a hostile environment 

rather than the mystery of man and the universe.  According to Stoic thought, 

Logos or divine intelligence pervades reality and freedom comes by aligning 

one’s will with God’s will.  According to the Epicureans, there is no Divine 

involvement in human affairs whatsoever, and consciousness is simply 

extinguished at death.  The goal of life is, therefore, the search for happiness, 

which is best realized by withdrawl from life in the company of friends and the 

pursuit of simple pleasures. A third school of thought was Skepticism, a 
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philosophy that argued that nothing is certain and the suspension of judgement 

is the only appropriate response to the questions of life. 

 

The philosophy of the time became thoroughly rationalistic and based on reason, 

as was  science, appealing to the educated class.  Meanwhile, the uneducated 

class turned to various mystery religious for spiritual sustenance.  There was, in 

addition, a movement called Neoplatonism, which was a development and 

amplification of the metaphysical aspects of Platonic thought.  This philosophical 

approach culminated in the the third (3rd) century CE with Plotinus, who 

integrated it with certain elements of Aristotelianism. He posited the existence of 

a hierarchy that began with “The One,” meaning the Good, which devolved down 

to the Divine Mind, the Nous, the wisdom of the universe, which contained in 

itself all the forms or ideas.  The next level down is the world soul or anima 

mundi, a subtle space and intermediary between the Nous and the material 

world, which both contained and animated the world.  Finally, the material world 

which existed in space and time, was the lowest on the scale of being, and 

constituted the principle of evil.  The philosopher's task, therefore, is to overcome 

bondage to the body and its appetites and through moral and intellectual 

purification seek union with “The One.” 

 

Although the legacy of Hellenistic culture was ensured, the civilization of Rome  

gradually declined, as a new world order slowly took shape.  With the influence 
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of Christianity from the East, and the invasion of the Barbarians from the north 

that had a disturbing effect on the higher Greco-Roman cultural life, there was a 

radical transformation of society.  The Barbarians eventually converted to 

Christianity, while integrating classical Greco-Roman thought.  A Christian 

worldview emerged, with the Church at the center. 

 

PART III 
THE CHRISTIAN WORLDVIEW 

INTRODUCTION 
At its core, Christianity is an evolutionary continuation of the Hebraic tradition.  

Although the cultural and religious context was Jewish and the teachings of 

Jesus took place in the Levant, Christianity eventually spread mainly throughout 

the Greco-Roman and northern Barbarian world.  Principally, he taught that he 

had come to fulfill Judaic Law and that the realization of the Kingdom of God, 

which was not of this world, was imminent. 

 

Judaism’s unique message is that, once out of bondage in Egypt, the people of 

Israel, the Hebrews, recognized that their God, Yahweh, existed both in the 

beyond and, yet. was involved in the process of history, as creator of the world.  

A sacred covenant between the people of Israel and Yahweh was consequently 

sealed, whereby obedience to his Will would ensure not only survival but a 

Promised Land. Although a god of war, Yahweh was essentially a moral God 

and Judaism an ethical religion, whereby discipline and obedience by the people 

to God’s Will allowed His purpose to find historical fulfillment.  By the sixth 
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century BCE, during the Babylonian captivity, the motivating idea of the 

Promised Land became transformed into realizing, as the fulfillment of history, 

the Kingdom of God, which comes with a messianic figure.  For those who held 

this perspective, Israel was designated the role of bringing this message to all 

humanity.  This is the background in which Jesus was born and matured. 

 

Early Judaic-Christianity 
Jesus lived at a time when messianic expectations were extremely high amongst 

the Hebrews.  His pronouncements that the Kingdom of  God is at hand, and his 

subsequent death and the belief in his resurrection and reunion with God the 

Father, led early disciples to believe that he was the long awaited Messiah, the 

son of  God.  Christianity's claims for the unique fulfillment of God in history and 

its missionary purpose is based on the beliefs of  early Jewish- Christians that 

the Hebraic prophesies had been fulfilled.  Jesus, the Messiah, however, was not 

a worldly king as the Hebrews had expected, but a spiritual one, who underwent 

much human suffering.  As Jesus told Pontius Pilate, his Kingdom is not of this 

world.  Moreover, early Christianity held that his imminent return would culminate 

in the resurrection of humankind and its reunion with God, a view which, for early 

Christians, was profoundly motivational. 

 

Hellenic Christianity 
Paul of Tarsus, a Roman Jew with a Greek cultural background, effectively 

disseminated Christianity throughout the Roman world.  Paul believed that Jesus 

was the incarnated Christ, the Son of God, who was born for the purpose of 
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fulfilling God's plan in the world.  According to the teachings of Paul, as the 

Logos itself, the creation’s universal order revealed itself in Christ, setting the 

stage for the redemption of humankind. 

 

The Hellenic philosophic view of intelligent order in the world prepared the 

ground for acceptance of the incarnation of the Logos in the form of a personal 

God and humankind’s potentential redemption.  The Judeo-Christian experience 

could be comprehended and clarified by way of Neoplatonic metaphysics.  The 

Neoplatonic Transcendent, “The One,” which devolves its manifest image as the 

Divine Mind, Nous or Logos, then, as the world soul or anima mundi, is 

expressed in Christianity as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Neoplatonism was, 

accordingly, given body and historical realization in the Judeo-Christian 

revelation.  Through the incarnation of the Logos, the Transcendent was now 

fully involved in the becoming of history, which was now seen to unfold in a 

spiritually meaningful way.  The Divine ruling Intelligence of the Greeks, 

accordingly, became harmonized with the Judaic Divine Will. 

 

The Conversion of the Pagan Mind 
With the advent of Christianity, there was a fundamental transformation of all 

aspects of life, based on Christian core attitudes, values and beliefs.  The 

intellect became more sharply focused, concentrating on questions of Christian 

theology, while the remnants of mythological patterns and themes became 

increasingly more circumscribed and, when possible, re-defined in Christian 

terms.  The upshot was a more highly differentiated, dualistic relationship with 

life and a radical separation of good and evil.  There was, in addition, along with 
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the elevation of faith, humanization and a democratization process that took 

place, while reason was relegated to a secondary status. 

 

 

 

  Augustine. 
Although, like Plato, Augustine regarded ideas as the epistemological ground of 

knowledge, he believed that the Judeo-Christian revelation allowed 

understanding of God's involvement in history, and the idea in the particular, or 

immanent creation, in a way to which Plato was not privy.  Judeo-Christian 

theology recognized a supreme creator, who freely wills the creation into 

existence, ex nihilo, out of nothingness.  Yet, through Christ, as the Divine Mind 

or Logos, creation is realized according to a template consisting of ideas or 

forms.  Given the reality of the phenomenl world, rather than emphasizing 

interiorization and detachment from the world, along with direct perception of 

Platonic ideas, there was, with Augustine, emphasis placed on God and his 

creation.   

 

Sources of knowledge for the believeing Christian were Christian revelation and 

God's instructions to the individual human soul.  Pagan deities were explicitly 

rejected, while certain of their qualities were consciously or unconsciously 

absorbed into the Christian worldview.  This was the case for Greco-Roman 

deities and later for the Germanic Gods and Goddesses.  For example, 

Dionysus’ qualities of ecstatic possession was attributed to the Holy Ghost, his 

sacrificial nature to Christ and his erotic and aggressive nature to Satan.  At the 
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same time, elements of pagan mystery religions were incorporated in 

Christianity.  The ubiquitous death/rebirth mystery was seen to have been 

concretized in Christ's incarnation.  Along with that, the material world which, for 

many Gnostics and some mystery religions, was considered to be the abode of 

evil and the prison of the soul, which needed to be spiritually transcended, 

underwent redemption and was seen in a less pejorative fashion.  

 

Yet, for Augustine, the phenomenal world was, in fact, seriously depreciated as 

was the pluralistic polytheism of the pagan mind.  With belief in relationship to 

the Father through the personal incarnation of the creative Logos as Christ, as 

an act of love and grace,  there was little incentive or psychic room to explore 

either a pluralistic universe or the ambiguous realm of ideas.  All learning 

became subordinated to Christian theology, as reason became constricted, albeit 

intensely preoccupied with the relatively limited range of ideas found in Christian 

theology. The pluralism of Greco-Roman culture gave way to the monotheistic 

“One God, One Church, One Truth (ibid, p. 119).” By way of compensation, the 

need for religious faith became the priority so, in the words of Augustine, "as to 

understand (ibid, p. 113).” 

Contraries Within the Christian Vision 
The early church entertained two distinct world views, both of which were held by 

Paul and Augustine, each of whom played a pivotal role in defining nature of the 

early church.  One was optimistic and open, the other judgmental, restrictive and 

pessimistic.  The first view was based on Christianity as a liberating and 

transformative spiritual revolution of divine love.  The second emphasized the 
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existential alienation of man and the world from God.  Whereas the first outlook 

emphasized joyfulness, thanks to the living presence and power of Christ as 

Logos, along with the living reality of the Holy Spirit, the second emphasized 

God’s otherness, moralistic inhibition, and salvation restricted to the Christian 

faithful. 

 

St. Paul 
On the one hand, Paul, regarded Christ as containing in himself a new creation, 

which will reach its apotheosis with the establishment of a new heaven and a 

new earth.  On the other, he saw Christ's redemptive mission as part of a still 

continuing battle between good and evil, with the faithfull being inherently sinful 

and unworthy of receiving redemption, except through the church.  In harmony 

with the second view, much of the New Testament is about the need to live 

according to strict morality in preparation for the Parousia or Christ's Second 

Coming. 

 

From the point of view of exultant Christianity, the incarnation of Christ 

represents not only the fulfillment of Judaic law but also an entirely new 

dispensation.  Christ, as Messiah, realized Hebraic prophecy while Yahweh was 

transformed from a moral judge, obsessed with the law, into a loving father.  

Emphasis in Christianity was placed on Christ's immanence, the Holy Spirit and 

the birth of divine light, both in the external world and in each Christian soul. The 

"good news" referred to humankind's salvation through Christ. 
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Adam's original sin, the recognized source of human alienation and mortality, 

became "o felix culpa," meaning "o blessed sin,” as it led to  the birth of Christ as 

the second Adam, and the experience of God's forgiveness, love and redemptive 

grace.  World history was no longer seen as degeneration from a blessed state 

of oneness with God, but the evolutionary unfolding of a divine plan, through the 

Logos as Christ in the world.  Early  Christians expectantly awaited the Parousia 

or second coming, which, for them, would complete the redemptive process 

initiated by the incarnation of Christ. 

 
Although Paul taught an exultant Christianity, he was also morally vigilant and 

taught about the spiritual danger of inflation and worldly irresponsibility.  Aware 

of his own "thorn in the flesh" he also emphasized that the path of redemption 

was the way of the cross and suffering with Christ.  This meant knowing one's 

sins, moral discipline and simple faith in Christ's redemptive power, however, to 

be realized sometime in the future.  The early Christian was therefore subjected 

to dualistic teachings: the existence of an omnipotent God, juxtaposed to a 

present helpless humankind, in need of moralistic guidance, who, nonetheless,  

anticipates the realization of a new heaven and a new earth sometime in the 

future.  

Paul, Augustine and the Dualistic Stress in Christianity 
Whereas for the introverted Gnostic and Neoplatonist streams of Christianity, 

spiritual knowledge and illumination were evidence of being on the path of 

redemption, for mainstream Christianity the sacramental church symbolically 

mediated the spiritual world to the faithful.  At the same time, dualistic divisions 
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became sharper.  The luminous goodness of Christ highlighted the dark and 

sinful nature of natural man.  Salvation became more sharply defined as 

belonging exclusively to the elected few members of the church, in 

contradistinction to "people of this world."   

 

There was, accordingly, a redefinition of early Christianity, expressed by a more 

sharply defined dualistic division between God and man, and the chosen and the 

damned. The devout Christian concentrated on either the anticipated Parousia or 

the "other world" and the afterlife.  The present life, the natural world and man's 

ability to realize the likeness of God were severely depreciated as the 

sacraments became the route to salvation that could only be fulfilled in the 

afterlife.   

 

In some ways the Christian experience began to resemble that of the Old 

Testament Jews. Christian dualism mirrored the Hebraic sense of moral 

responsibility as a chosen people and the lived-experience of idolatry and 

relative insignificance before Yahweh, along with the fact that man's sinfulness 

and disobedience precipitated the cosmic fall and not God.  Jewish 

exclusiveness and Israel's special mission and relationship to God was 

paralleled by the experience of the Christian church and the belief in the 

propriety right of its members to redemptive salvation. 

 
Although in both Judaism and Christianity, God's created world was accepted as 

fully real and "good," Christianity's attitude toward the physical body and the 



Tarnas and the Western Mind 18 

natural world was ambivalent.  Christ’s message included the birth of a “new 

man” which included both body and soul.  Ath the same time, especially in later 

Western Christianity, domination of nature for the sake of moral purity was seen 

as a spiritual necessity.  In this view, the body was the source of sin, in league 

with the devil, and the prison of the soul.  Under the influence of Neoplatonism, 

there was a shift from redemption of the whole person, body and soul, to the 

Nous, the spiritual mind, which alone could attain union with God. 

 

Certain elements of Judaism, influences from Gnostic and Manichaen dualism 

and elsewhere and Platonism all supported  a spirit-matter dualism.  Pagan 

spontaneity, especially sexuality was regarded as sinful, and celibacy was 

elevated as being the ideal state along with agape or communal love.  Paul saw 

the need for moral purity, which he defined in spiritual terms, in opposition to the 

flesh, in preparation for Christ's imminent return. 

 

The spirit-matter dualism inherent in Paul became explicit in Augustine.  His 

Manichaen and Neoplatonic past, together with his personal conviction that 

celibacy was the essential basis for full spiritual realization, led him to conclude 

that concupiscence and sexuality was the source of evil.  Augustine only found 

sexuality limited to procreation within marriage  as  acceptable. 

 

According to Augustine, the deepest significance of human life is realized in the 

search for God, who is not found in the daily flux of life, but is mediated through 

the church and its sacraments.  Here, the Neoplatonic element of Christianity 
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took precedence over the Judaic element that recognizes a meaningful collective 

evolutionary process. In spite of Augustine’s sense of an unfolding divine plan, 

his spiritual concern was not with this world, but with an inward turning religiosity 

mediated through the church.  The Judaic sensibility, was retained in the 

religious structure and teaching, particularly, concerning moral conduct. 

 

Despite lifeless obedience to the law under the Pharisees, at its core, Judaism 

regards the Ten Commandments as a gift from God that elicits moral 

responsibility and an ethical life potentially lived according to God's Will.  There 

are aspects of Jesus' teachings, at least as reported in Paul and the Gospels, 

that, likewise, express moral concerns, but they are often intolerant and 

judgmental.  The early Christian anticipation of the Second Coming and end 

times reinforced this tendency.  In Matthew, for example, the demand for moral 

purity was even greater than that prescribed by Mosaic law. Not only right action, 

but right intention, the command to love one's enemies as well as one's friends, 

to forgive and to detach from the world, to be in it but not of it, were amongst the 

more demanding moral requirements for the followers of Christ. 

 

The emphasis in Jesus' teachings however, was on compassionate love, and the 

need to live according to the spirit of the law and not the letter.  Emphasising 

justification by faith alone, Paul and Augustine both stressed God's active grace 

and the immanence of the divine Will, while devaluing moral effort and human 

works and denigarating self-righteousness.  Although its religious and spiritual 
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intent may have been to relativise the human ego in relationship to the supreme 

authority of God,  this led to the depreciation of human will and freedom, and 

encouraged a fatalistic attitude to life.  The institutional Church and its 

sacraments, dogma, doctrine and tradition, consequently, took on overwhelming 

significance as the only way to receive God's grace and align one's will to His 

Will. 

 

Early Christian theology maintained a tension between Christianity’s  Judaic 

heritage and Hellenic thinkers, especially Plato, in it’s spiritual explorations. Many 

early Christian thinkers found elucidation for Christian teachings from a variety of 

pagan philosophic and religious sources, all evidence, for them, of the workings 

of the creative Logos.  Specifically, on moral question, Paul's theology was 

influenced by Stoic ethics.  But, the more exclusivist element in Christianity 

believed that the Logos as God's word, could only be found within the Judeo-

Christian tradition.  Within the early Church there was, in fact, a demand for 

theological uniformity, especially through Paul, in preparation for the Second 

Coming.  Later, with Augustine, there was repression of pluralism and pagan 

interest in the world and the body.  He repressed pagan culture in favor of his 

presentation of what he belived to be Christian truth, developing Christian 

sensibility in the West. 

 

Early Christians believed that not only could one attain spiritual knowledge and 

divine love, and participate in the divine life by opening to the Holy Spirit, but  

God, in such a way, progressively incarnates.  They also, believed that the 
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numinosity and authority of the church and its various expressions were based 

on the Holy Spirit.  Early on, however, the spontaneous and uncontrollable 

quality of the Holy Spirit came under suspicion and was generally repressed in 

mainline Christianity.  Over time, its reported experiential intensity also 

attenuated. 

 

Rome and Catholicism 
In both its ethical stress and its exclusiveness and sense of historical mission, 

Christianity was influenced by the Judaic tradition.  First Paul and later Augustine 

declared that a cycle of sin, guilt, repentance, grace and restitution is the 

fundamental dynamic in humankind's relationship with God.  However, with 

regards to moral issues, the church inherited a legal attitude based on Roman 

law, which it applied in its “doctrine of justification.”  The Church gradually took 

over much of the authoritarian values of the Roman culture in which it was 

embedded.  Similarly, God was depicted in authoritarian terms, as Lord, master, 

King,  reflecting contemporary culture of the time. 

 

Church structure and hierarchy, in its relationship to the Christian community, 

reflected those authoritarian values.  The bishop became the instrument of God's 

authority on earth and eventually the Pope assumed divine responsibility.  The 

more communal primitive Christianity gave way to the Roman Catholic Church 

under leadership of the Pope.  
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After conversion of Constantine in the fourth century CE, Rome gradually 

identified itself with the Church, as a Christian society emerged throughout 

Europe.  With the Nicene Council convened by Constanine in 325 CE, Church 

teaching took on definition.  The Nicene Creed’s Trinitarian doctrine acclaimed 

Christ as consubstantial with God the Father with the Holy Ghost proceeding 

from both the Father and the Son. With Pope Gregory the Great, during the sixth 

century CE, Augustine's repressive attitude toward pagan culture became the 

governing principle. 

The Virgin Mary and Mother Church 
The stern, one-sided patriarchy of the early Church was alleviated by the 

spontaneous emergence of a popular movement, the cult of Mary, Mother of 

God.  Early Christians venerated Mary, appealing to her as mediatrix to Christ, 

and even worshipped her, elevating her to the status of Co-redemptrix with Christ 

as the Divine Mother.  She was also portrayed as the perfect disciple, containing 

in her being all the ideal and positive virtues of a practicing Christian.  Although 

pagan mythology, with its mother Goddesses, prepared the ground for the 

veneration then worship  of Mary, it is noteworthy that Mary’s role was defined in 

terms of a unique incarnation of the Logos and relationship to God, whereas the 

earlier mother Goddesses symbolized qualities of the natural world, where the 

opposites were not clearly separated.   

 

Eventually, the Virgin Mary became identified with the Church as the community 

of believing Christians and as bride of Christ, to be united with Him at the 

Parousia.  Her maternal qualities were projected onto the Church, which 
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provided a unitive container for the faithful, as children of both Mother Church 

and God the Father.  The Church, however, refused to elevate Mary to the status 

of the Divine Mother Goddess and although it encouraged veneration, worship of 

Mary was prohibited. 

 

PARTIV 
TRANSFORMATION OF THE MEDIEVAL ERA 

INTRODUCTION 
One of the effects of the Barbarian influx was the disruption of Greco-Roman 

cultural life, which included general accessibility to original Greek texts.  There 

was an attempt, nonetheless, to preserve the classical tradition within the 

monasteries, although interpreted within a Christian framework.  There were, 

however, few resources available for such studies, classical texts were not easily 

available and the Christian mind was generally preoccupied with otherworldly 

matters. 

About 1000 CE there was a major cultural shift that involved the democratization 

of all aspects of life.  The vertical fealty between vassal and lord was replaced by 

horizontal relationships through guild fraternities and the community.  

Universities were founded, along with intellectual ferment.  Court poets and 

troubadours sang praises to the transformative value of Eros and romantic love.  

Nature was again valued, and the universe understood as a symphony of 

diversity contained in a unified whole.  There was growing awareness of history 

as a dynamic force.  Finally, a series of technical innovations allowed for more 

efficient exploration of nature, while reinforcing the value of learning for practical 

ends.  Overall, the liberation of the mind humanized the world.  The classical 
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Greek movement from Plato to Aristotle was mirrored by Christianity in its 

transformation from an Augustinian world-denying theology to medieval 

scholasticism. 

 

 
Reason and the Natural World 

Growing interest in reason and the natural world was reinforced by the 

rediscovery of Aristotle and writings on Greek science.  Reason now gained 

favor, not only as a defender of faith in the service of Christian theology, not only 

as expressing logic, but also in the service of scientific observation.  This led to 

increasing tension between faith and reason that became fully articulated in the 

13th century with Albertus Magnus and his pupil Thomas Aquinas.  Albertus 

distinguished between scientific knowledge and theological knowledge, while 

asserting the independent value of secular knowledge grounded on empirical 

observation.  Aquinas later took up the task of integrating Aristotle into  Christian 

theology. 

 

Thomas Aquinas and the Quest to Unite Reason and Christianity 
The legacy of St. Dominic, founder of the Dominicans, and St. Francis of Assisi, 

founding father of the Franciscans, encouraged openness to reason, nature and 

human freedom. Albertus Magnus  and his acolyte, Thomas Aquinas, were both 

monks of the Dominican order.  Aquinas argued that nature and spirit are 

interconnected in such a way that understanding the principles governing one 

helps understand the other.  Human reason, freedom and will are not only woven 
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into the fabric of a divinely ordered natural world but, as man is made in God's 

image, they are qualities based on God's nature.   

 

Aquinas was influenced by Aristotle's teaching that nature is teleologically related 

to the Ultimate Form, and to Neoplatonism's all-pervasive One.  Thus, according 

to this logic, as an aspect of human nature, reason can find its fulfilment by 

communicating with God.  By functioning within the Christian faith, but governed 

by its own principles, reason can help lead man to God's intended perfection.  

Given the immanent nature of the world, this means humans must fully realize 

their humanity.  To believe otherwise is to depreciate the omnipotence of God 

and his creative wisdom. 

Aquinas supported his theological approach with references to St. Paul's letter to 

the Romans where Paul wrote that "the invisible things of God are clearly seen ... 

by the things that are made (ibid, p. 182).”  For Aquinas, the "invisible things of 

God" included Platonic and Augustinian ideas or forms.  Yet, like Aristotle, he 

believed that sensory experience was mandatory for the human mind to attain 

knowledge of them.  Unlike Plato, who viewed the physical world as a shadow-

like reality, and Aristotle who, despite its ultimate God-directed teleology, tended 

to view it as functioning apart from God, for Aquinas, the created world has full 

substantial reality.  He modified Plato's encouragement for mental reflection on 

ideas to argue that the essence of God inherent in created things gives them full 

reality, meaning existence. 
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Following Aristotle, Aquinas argued that Ideas do not exist apart from the 

physical world.  Knowledge of universals, according to both of them, can only be 

attained through the sensible world.  Following Plato, Aquinas conceded that 

eternal Ideas exist, although, for him, they exist in the mind of God somewhat in 

the manner of an image in the mind of an architect prior to construction.  For 

Aquinas, human cognition was not possible through the contemplation of 

bodiless Ideas, but requires reflection on principles that incorporate both matter 

and spirit, only found in the sensory world.  By actively focusing on material 

objects, human beings participate in the original Ideas or Forms with which God 

created them. 

 

The search for truth then begins by focusing the active intellect, the lumen 

intellectus agentis, on experiences of the sensory world, allowing one to 

eventually arrive at the truth (ibid, p. 187).  With emphasis on the material world, 

the Ideas per se recede into the background.  Yet, according to Aquinas, with the 

aid of discursive reasoning one can achieve true knowledge.   

 

The significance of Aquinas' theology lay in his conviction that rational 

empiricism could actively serve and enrich Christianity.  Theological matters and 

questions of faith could best be understood through the discriminating use of 

discursive reasoning, just as theological reflection could enhance understanding 

of the world.  Furthermore, scientific knowledge of the natural world itself would, 

in Aquinas’ mind, deepen Christian faith.  Although in the short run, Aquinas 



Tarnas and the Western Mind 27 

incorporated Aristotle into Christianity, while maintaining the Augustinian-Platonic 

tradition of a transcendent reality, over time, medieval Christianity was converted 

strictly to Aristotle and his values. 

 

In contrast to Aquinas, “secularist" philosophers led by Siger of Brabant, under 

the influence of the Arabic Aristotelian, Arerroes, were more taken by 

irreconcilable differences between Aristotelian thought and Christian revelation.  

They believed that the dependence of Aristotle's intellect on particular objects 

put into question the immortality of the individual human soul, his hypothesis on 

the eternal nature of the physical world seemed to contradict the creation myths 

of Genesis, and his belief in several levels between God and man appeared to 

be in opposition to the Christian belief on the direct relationship between God 

and man.  The "secularists" concluded that, with such contradictions, reason and 

science must somehow follow different laws than theology and that there is a 

"double truth" universe. 

 

Not only the "secularists" were challenged by Aquinas, but some of his teachings 

were censured by the Church as well, as the institution severed relationships 

with the scientific philosophers.  Nonetheless, the power of Aristotelian thinking 

had been established. Theological truths were not questioned, as it was 

generally felt that they could not be subjected to the laws of reason.  Some fifty 

years after his death, however, Aquinas was canonized and a modified 

Aristoteleanism, with him as the chief authority, was integrated into Christian 

doctrine. 
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A series of historical developments during the high middle ages, prepared the 

ground for the later Protestant Revolution.  This included the fact that the 

secularization of the church, its ostentatious presence, its temporal power and its 

growing corruption suggested to the faithful a loss of spiritual integrity. In such an 

environment, the Church began to play a secondary role regarding spiritual 

pursuit. Under the leadership of Meister Eckhart during the 13th and 14th 

centuries, especially in the German Rhineland, a wave of interest grew in 

spiritual experiences unmediated by the established church.  The principle 

concern was for direct religious experience and a life dedicated to Christian love 

and service.  Stress was placed on faith and the word of God as expressed in 

the bible, while the authority of church dogma and hierarchy became relativized.  

Reason also lost its supreme position in face of aspiration for a direct 

relationship with God. 

Critical Scholasticism and Occam’s Razor 
Whereas Aquinas sowed the seeds for the full emancipation of reason, it was 

William of Occam in the 14th century who was its first main protagonist.  He also 

came to conclusions that contrasted sharply with those of Aquinas.  Reality for 

Occam consisted of particular objects for individual beings and not abstract 

concepts, or universals contained in the mind.  Given the locus of reality in the 

natural world, only lived-experience, he believed, could open the doors to 

knowledge.  Asserting that universals are mere concepts or names and not real 

in themselves, Occam endorsed a nominalist philosophy, which from then  on 

has played a central role in Western thought. 
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Occam sharpened the division between theology and reason by eliminating any 

vestige of relationship.  The only reality is individual being and objects, the 

particulars themselves, and not ideas of particulars.  According to him, it is 

impossible to reason from existential facts to reach any conclusions about the 

nature of a separate metaphysical or immanent  reality or God.  Direct 

experience teaches one about the reality of the phenomenal world, Christian 

revelation about the reality of God.  They are two separate realities, two different 

truths.  In contrast to Aquinas’ belief in divine light inherent in the human mind, 

Occam contended that the power of reason lay only in its working with and 

elucidating experiential reality.  By defining the limits to reason, he believed that 

he was re-enforcing Christian truth, especially of God’s omnipotence. 

 

During the 14th Century, Occam’s theology, known as the via moderna, spread 

throughout the universities.  Thus, the ground was being prepared for radical 

changes in the western world view, that was to be embodied in the Reformation, 

the Scientific Revolution, and the Enlightenment.  Paradoxically, the initial direct 

impetus for these changes came from a renewed interest in Plato. 

 

The Rebirth of Classical Humanism 
Petrarch regarded the 1000 year period after the decline of Rome as a moral 

and literary dark age and appealed for a return to the cultural richness of the 

Greco-Roman civilization to be cherished along side that of the Judeo-Christian.  

He believed that the Greco-Roman culture found its fulfillment in Christianity and 
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that the two are in essential harmony with each other.  He set as the highest 

ideal, docta pietas or learned piety, whereby Christian devotion is enriched by 

the study of the classics.  He also attempted  a creative synthesis between 

religious aspirations, the active life, sensuous worldliness and personal glory.  

With Petrarch the Renaissance was born. 

 

Scholarly interest in the original writings of Plato, as well as in Neoplatonism, 

developed under the inspiration of Petrarch.  Humanists discovered philosophical 

values that both inspired them and supported their own spiritual and aesthetic 

inclinations.  This included belief in the power of the imagination, aesthetic 

appreciation and the love of beauty, along with the relative insignificance of logic 

and dogma. The discovery of the original works of Plato brought renewed 

understanding of the nature of Reality.  From the Neoplatonists and Pythagoras, 

they learned that nature was infused with immanent divine intelligence.  They 

also learned that man, who embodies a divine spark, is a microcosm of the 

divine macrocosm. Their conception of history also changed from one that was 

linear, as in the Judeo-Christian vision,  as they embraced the Greco-Roman 

view of history as cyclical. 

 

The humanists also embraced the classical Greek belief in the dignity of 

humankind and its capacity to attain spiritual knowledge by way of the disciplined 

imagination.  With this emphasis, humanism imparted a renewed sense of 

dignity, even elevating humans to a god-like status.  Ficino believed that the 

human soul was capable of “becoming all things and even a God (ibid, p. 214).”  
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Pico della Mirandola placed humans at the centre of the world, with the capacity 

to go beyond all limits by the application of free will and the power of self-

determination.  Together they undertook the task of educating their 

contemporaries about Platonic philosophy and the tradition of learning that 

stemmed from it. 

 

Although the Judeo-Christian God was still considered to be the highest divine 

being, Christian revelation was relativized.  The immanent divinity in nature, the 

divine spark in man and his elevation to god-like status, along with references to 

the gods and goddesses as personifications of truths, all challenged orthodox 

Christian theology. So did the belief in the universal nature of religion beyond 

any particular expression of it, including Christianity.   

The humanists’ recovery of Plato was instrumental to laying the foundations for 

the modern era.  It became the direct inspiration for the Renaissance itself and 

was the reference point for the later Scientific Revolution.  The Reformation was 

a response to the Renaissance and, in some ways, recognition that, at core, the 

new spirit was a contravention of orthodox Christian doctrine.  All in all, the 

Western mind began opening up to new horizons, with an unprecedented sense 

of autonomy and power of will for self-determination. 

 

PART V 
THE FORMATION OF THE MODERN WORLDVIEW 

INTRODUCTION 
The modern worldview developed in stages, beginning with the remarkable 

change that transformed Europe during the Renaisance.  From an other-worldly 
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perspective of the Middle Ages, focus was shifted to matters of this world in all 

areas of life as the ideal shifted from reflection on the after-life to extraverted 

action and the formation of the protean personality. The response to the corrupt 

shadow side of the Renaisance within the Church led to the Reformation and 

religious change and the Protestant Revolution, initially inspired by Luther.  The 

individual spirit, initially championed in the Renaisance, continued with the 

Reformation. It eventually evolved into secularism through the Protestant 

tradition, and intellectual pluralism and socio-cultural skepticism sparked by the 

Catholic Counter-Reformation.  Following the Reformation, there was a 

philosophical revolution that was thoroughly materialaistic and supportive of 

science, while defining the modern, scientific worldview. A corresponding 

scientific revolution recognized a heliocentric universe, which challenged 

Christian cosmology, consequently its theology and moral order. 

 

 

The Renaissance 
The Renaissance emerged out of the chaos of cultural disintegration and 

despair, and brought with it in an extraordinary transformation of consciousness.  

From the other-worldly orientation of the Middle Ages, life itself became the main 

focus of interest and value.  There was genuine appreciation of classical Greco-

Roman culture that acted as a springboard, which vaulted the western mind into 

new areas of discovery and realization.  All aspects of life were profoundly 

affected, as discoveries in both science and the arts, technical innovations and 
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world explorations both instigated and reflected a profound shift in 

consciousness. 

 

Between the mid-fifteenth and early seventeenth centuries a remarkable 

transformation in consciousness ensued.  Cultural and economic prosperity, the 

weakening hold of the papacy, and the rise of nation-states in Northern Europe 

created a condition of considerable flux.  This environment encouraged bold, 

sometimes unscrupulous individualistic opportunism, where intelligence, will 

power in the field of action, and the power of self-determination, became a 

greater force than Church doctrine, dogma and traditions as well as its structures 

and hierarchies of power.  There was marked transformation in the personal 

psychology and pre-occupations of the individual European. 

 

Both Italian humanists and the educated Renaissance male aspired to become a 

multi-faceted protean man.  In comparison to the medieval ideal of being an 

obedient servant of Christ, whose personal identity was submerged in the 

Christian community as a member of the Church, Renaissance man was, above 

all, audacious, daring and ambitious.  Not monastic withdrawal, but a life of 

action in service to the city state was, generally, the desired and chosen path.  

The shadow aspect of this sensuous worldliness was personal and political 

amorality.  Given these dynamics, the stage was being set for the development 

of the modern mind and personality. 
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The Renaissance was, in fact, an age of paradox, both an age in itself and a 

gradual transition from the medieval to the modern World.  Although many lived 

a worldly life, there were men and women of high religious sensibility.   Dogmatic 

and major superstition was replaced by critical theology that attempted to 

synthesize the teachings of Paul with Platonic philosophy.  Erasmus and 

Thomas More were exemplary in fulfilling Petrarch’s ideal of learned piety.   

Passion for science and religion coexisted, while art was not shy of portraying 

subjects reflecting the spirit of the times. The subject matter, at the beginning  of 

the Renaissance, was mainly of Judeo-Christian religious themes but, gradually, 

the depiction of non-religious and pagan subjects increased.  Painting and 

sculpture was, typically, done in the style of natural realism, either in celebration 

of the individual and the human body, or on themes of a mythical and spiritual 

nature.   

 

The refinement of three dimensional space by using  a single vanishing point 

and linear perspective, along with chiaroscuro sfumato shading, was indicative of 

the more rational nature of the Renaissance mind and the new orientation of 

consciousness.  Not only did reason liberate the creative life-force, but it 

encouraged unity between different aspects of human knowledge and 

experience.  From the conservative after-worldliness of the Middle Ages, the 

Renaissance bore witness to creative individualism that was fully engaged with 

life in this world.  The belief in the power of this rebirth was so great that 

Renaissance historians divided history into three parts: ancient, medieval and 
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modern.  In their minds, they were involved in a radical transformation of 

consciousness that affected all aspects of life, while preparing the ground for the 

new age. 

 

The Reformation 
Along with all its creative output, The Renaissance had an immense shadow, 

which was reflected in a spiritually compromised and politically driven and 

secularized church bureaucracy.  One aspect of its moral degeneration was the 

sale of spiritual indulgences, whereby people who believed that they had sinned 

could purchase an indulgence which, after sacramental forgiveness, would allow 

for remission of punishment by God.  By the time of Martin Luther, they were 

sold on the promise of removing God’s punishment both in this life and in the 

after-life, including condemnation to Purgatory. 

 

Disputing the power and efficacy of indulgences and in reaction to the sale of 

indulgences in Germany in order to raise money to build Saint Peter’s basilica, in 

1517, Martin Luther posted ninety-five theses on the door of the Castle Church 

of Wittenberg.  Within two weeks the theses was disseminated throughout 

Germany and within two months throughout Europe, initiating the Reformation.  

This event took place in a climate of self-determining individualism, nationalism, 

increasing power of the crown and local German antipathies to Church 

ambitions.  The situation was exacerbated by the fact that, while the faithful lived 

in material poverty, the clergy lived in socially and economically privileged 

circumstances.  Luther saw the need of purging all Hellenic influences from 
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Christianity and returning to biblical sources.  He found testimony to God’s 

redemptive power nowhere but in the Bible, as revealed through Christ. 

 

It is indicative of the individualistic spirit of the Reformation that, by facing his 

own spiritual conflicts, Luther recognized the need for a religious revolution.  His 

personal sense of alienation and fear of God led him to conclude that he lived in 

a state of personal disharmony and that he could find redemption only through 

God’s forgiveness and grace, gained through faith in Christ.  Luther turned to 

Paul, who had written that faith was the essential condition, the sine qua non, for 

receiving God’s gifts, to find support for his views. 

 

For Protestants, the source of inspiration and authority became God’s revealed 

word, found in the Holy Bible, and only there.  They argued that Church dogma 

had supplanted faith in Christ and they were critical of all Christian theology that 

was not based on New Testament revelation.  In contrast to the Catholic, 

Erasmus, who saw a place for the expression of individual free will, the 

Protestant path, according to Luther, is based on “faith alone,” “grace alone,” and 

scripture “alone (ibid, p. 237).” God is the exclusive source of salvation and the 

bible is the sole authority, while humankind is in need of moral rectitude. 

 

With the Council of Trent in the 16th Century, convened in response to the 

Protestant movement, the Catholic Church undertook to reform itself from within.  

Like their revolutionary brothers, there was purging of the Hellenistic and pagan 
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elements as well as tendencies to secularize the Church.  They differed in that, 

for reformed Catholics, both the essential hierarchical structure and spiritual 

authority was retained.  In both cases, there was an orthodox reaction against 

the Renaissance Hellenization of Christianity. 

 

The Reformation was, above all, the revolutionary assertion of the individual 

spirit against the oppression of the established Church.  In this sense it was a 

continuation of the individualistic élan, intrinsic to the Renaissance.  In place of 

vesting spiritual authority in the Church, its clerical hierarchy and councils, 

doctrine and dogma, Luther declared that Protestantism consisted of a 

“priesthood of all believers,” where the final spiritual authority rests on the 

shoulders of every Christian (ibid, p. 239).  Luther, in this assertion, was 

expressing belief in the individual, who, as Christians, are capable to interpret 

scriptures according to their own conscience. 

 

According to Luther, human reason did not partake of Divine light and was not 

privy to ‘natural revelation” in its apprehension of the natural world (ibid, p. 133).  

The differentiated theological dualism that was begun by Occam was given 

further definition by the Protestant reformers.  The resulting “double truth” 

universe included a spiritually disenchanted natural world with its own principles 

of order, which may not be similar to Divine laws.  Moreover, reference to 

Genesis and God’s promise of humankind’s dominion over nature, encouraged 
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the idea of its  spiritually destined rulership over the natural world.  

Protestantism, accordingly, encouraged the development of natural science. 

 

Protestantism’s reliance on scriptural revelation and its critical distrust of 

Hellenistic and pagan additions was originally in the service of seeking objective 

truth. Over time, the Word itself as revealed by the Scriptures was put to critical 

examination.  As a consequence, the Protestant Reformation eventually gave 

birth to the secular antithesis of the religious spirit. Within Protestantism itself, 

emphasis seemed to gradually shift from individual faith in Christ to faith in the 

individual and the personal relevance of the Scriptures, without any 

consideration of objective truth.  The burden of appealing to one’s personal 

conscience as sole spiritual authority, in time, led to self-doubt and a secular 

orientation to life. 

 

In contrast to Augustine’s devaluation of the power of human will and reason, 

Luther valued the individual spirit, and found religious meaning in ordinary 

activities and relationships.  Works of every kind were regarded as sacred and 

the world the place for human’s to fulfill their religious duty.  Calvin’s doctrine of 

predestination, along with belief in the moral dignity of work, led his disciples to 

believe they were among the elect by engaging in successful disciplined work.  

Often this led to economic productions, which, along with an ascetic attitude to 

life, resulted in considerable accumulation of capital. 



Tarnas and the Western Mind 39 

Commercial success was no longer considered antithetical to living a pious 

religious life.  Within a short time, the Protestant work ethic succeeded in 

promoting the growth of capitalism and a financially successful middle class.  

The original religious orientation Protestantism, however, gradually became 

shrouded in the secularizing spirit, as the engine of scientific and economic 

materialism took over and ran on its own tracks. 

 

Meanwhile, the Catholic Church undertook to reorganize itself from within as the 

Counter-Reformation took root.  This included the pioneering work of the Jesuits, 

who set out to educate “soldier(s) for Christ,” who were capable of defending the 

Catholic tradition against the Protestant heretic (ibid, p. 247).  Despite their best 

intentions, however, what  eventually emerged from their liberal education was a 

tradition of intellectual pluralism and social and cultural skepticism. 

 

The Philosophical Revolution 
With the Scientific Revolution, philosophy in the West moved into its third stage.  

During the early classical period, science was largely autonomous and the critic 

of culture.  Then it became the handmaid of religion.  In the modern world, there 

was another major shift of allegiance, this time to science itself. 

 

Francis Bacon declared that the advent of science would allow humankind to 

achieve material well-being that would ease its march toward the end- days.  He 

sharply differentiated God and the natural world, and the mind of God from 

human reason. Whereas Socrates equated knowledge with virtue, for Bacon it 
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was power, with man as the instrument of God, created in order to interpret and 

master nature.  According to him, the only legitimate method for seeking 

knowledge is empirical.  History, in his view, is progressive and humankind now 

stood at the brink of a new age, a science-based order that will carry civilization 

forward towards the millennium. 

 

Following the tradition initiated by Occam and the Protestant Reformation, René 

Descarte laid the philosophical foundation for a scientific worldview and the 

orientation of the modern mind.  Armed with a perspective derived from 

Skepticism and a mathematical mind, he accepted as true only ideas that his 

reason determined were without internal contradiction.  He concluded that 

everything could be doubted except the act of doubting itself; hence his well-

known formula, “Cogito, ergo sum,” I think, therefore I am.  The existence of the 

thinking self, alone, could not be doubted. 

 

Descartes also deduced the existence of a perfect omnipotent God.  He 

reasoned that God, by the very nature of being God, would not deceive man, nor 

contradict reason that leads to self-evident truths, one which is the existence of 

such a God.  In addition, his thinking revealed an essential dualism consisting of 

a res cogitans, the subjective experience of a thinking being, and res extensa, 

the objective physical world including the body itself, which is of a fundamentally 

different nature. 
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Descartes considered the soul to be the mind, and that human awareness 

comes through thinking.  He elevated the human intellect to the position of 

infallible authority on questions of  knowledge, devaluing divine revelation.  He 

considered the objective world in itself, including the physical body, to be without 

awareness or intelligence.  The laws of nature were, accordingly, identical to the 

laws of mechanics.  The philosophical implications were that the human mind, 

the natural world and God now stood independent of each other and apart.  

Belief in the epistemological certainty of his position, allowed Descartes to 

inextricably interweave science, progress and reason.  After Newton, the 

universe was authoritatively defined in scientific terms.  Now, with Descartes, 

philosophy defined itself in a role predominantly supportive of science, while 

determining the Modern worldview. 

 

The Scientific Revolution 
The Scientific Revolution was the end result of the Renaissance and laid the 

foundation for the modern worldview.  There were several key figures that 

defined the scientific paradigm, the most important being Copernicus, Kepler, 

Galileo and Newton.  Copernicus was influenced by Pythagoras, Kepler and 

Galileo by Neoplatonic thought and Newton by Hermetic philosophy, alchemy 

and the Pythagorean tradition.  The common denominator was belief in a 

mathematically ordered universe.  Descartes relied on a modified Atomism to 

explain the nature of Copernicus’ unvierse. 
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As a Christian, he assumed that the basic particles did not move randomly as the 

atomistic philosophers believed was the case, but according to mechanistic laws 

imposed on them by God at the Origin.  Newton also believed that after the initial 

act of creation, God removed himself, leaving the universe to run mechanically 

through immutable laws.  The foundations for a scientific worldview were now 

firmly established, with man, who understood these laws, at the summit of 

creation.   

 

As can be expected, fundamental tenets of both Catholic and Protestant 

theology were seriously challenged and the rift between reason and religious 

faith became seemingly impossible to bridge.  The Christian response to 

Copernicus’ hypothesis was profoundly reactionary, as its cosmological belief 

system, consequenty its theological and moral order, were seriously threatened.  

The Protestants were the first to react, charging Copernicus with heretical views 

based on Hellenistic and secular thinking that undermined scriptural truth.  

Although the Catholic Church was at first warmly receptive to Copernicus and his 

ideas, by the 17th century, the time of Galileo, its position had reversed.  It, too, 

recognized the direct threat of the worldview implicit in the Copernican 

hypothesis of a heliocentric universe to the Catholic Christian view that, by then, 

was inextricably interwoven in an an Aristotelian-Ptolemaic geocentric cosmos. 

 

Foundations of the Modern Worldview 
Between the 15th and 17th centuries western humankind became increasingly 

self-conscious, future orientated and confident of its own judgments.  John Locke 
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in England and the Enlightenment philosophers of  France applied the 

implications of the Cartesian-Newtonian universe to the social and political 

realms.  The result was political revolution and governments based on individual 

rights and social contracts differentiated by the law of reason.  Although the 

Judeo-Christian view continued to play a moderating role, the modern worldview, 

with its adulation for reason and science, now became central  to the culture’s 

understanding of itself. 

 

In place of the mediaeval world, which God both created and ruled, the modern 

mind found itself in an impersonal mechanically ordered universe.  Instead of 

Christian stress on spiritual matters and the transcendent, the emphasis was 

now placed mainly on the physical world.  Culture became defined by the values 

of scientific materialism and secular humanism, with the assumption that human 

reason was the final arbiter concerning the natural world and not God. The 

Pluralism of the classical worldview was replaced by rational empiricism, a way 

of comprehending the world, in which qualitative factors are considered 

irrelevant. 

 

With Darwin, humankind was considered to be the result of a long, natural 

evolutionary process, the most highly evolved member of the animal kingdom.  In 

place of a purposely designed universe according to the classical Greek and 

Christian viewpoints, with humankind’s special place in it, humans were now 

simply the product of forces of survival in a mechanistic universe.  Individuals 
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gained a sense of autonomy and freedom from restricting religious ideas and 

institutions as their religious beliefs became significantly diluted.  Whereas, 

during medieval times, knowledge was sought in order to obey God’s Will, in the 

modern world, knowledge is gained to further human will’s domination of nature.  

The concept of original sin and human guilt was replaced with forward looking 

optimism, thanks to the victory of science through the power of rational 

empiricism. 

 

Ancients and Moderns 
The original impetus for the new scientific adventure came from a revival of 

interest in Plato and, through him, Pythagoras’ theory of mathematics as the key 

to unveiling the harmony of the universe.  In the process, an authoritative 

approach to teaching Aristotle’s philosophy during this period was repudiated, 

although, in fact, his this-worldly naturalism and empiricism found fulfillment in 

the Scientific Revolution.  Although Plato and Pythagoras’ mystical philosophy 

were the inspirational source of the renewed interest in science, the spirit of their 

teachings were thoroughly negated.  The scientific mind of the time concluded 

that the laws of nature were mechanical and material while being devoid of any 

spiritual relationships. 

 

The Triumph of Secularism 
The Scientific Revolution was paradoxically born out of the womb of the Catholic 

Church.  Despite ongoing  mistrust of the secular world, one of Christianity’s 

central tenets is man’s ultimate relation to God, who is fully involved in the world 

and its historical redemption.  The pioneers of the scientific revolution, therefore, 
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saw no discord between their work and their spiritual and religious inclinations.  

Indeed, many felt that they were recovering divine laws once available, than lost 

with the Fall.  The majority of early scientific revolutionaries were steadfastly 

Christian.  However, with time, the need for a “double truth” universe became 

apparent.  The upshot was that throughout the Reformation and Counter-

Reformation, faith became the prerequisite for being a good Christian, while 

reason withdrew from theological concerns to engage science and concerns of 

the secular world. 

 

During this period in history, philosophy also became increasingly secularized.  

John Locke followed Descartes in his belief that the existence of God could be 

demonstrated by intuitive reason, although his empirical philosophy asserted that 

human knowledge was limited to reasoning from concrete experience and 

scientific testing.  Following Locke’s basic premise, it became evident to 

succeeding philosophers, that one could not justifiably make claims about 

transcendent reality by reasoning from empirical experiences. 

 

In the eighteenth century, both Hume and Kant showed the incommensurability 

of causal reasoning with valid proof of the existence of God.  While Hume’s 

interests were one-sidedly secular, Kant  proposed that an inner moral 

imperative could allow for faith in God, but not knowledge.  By the late 19th 

century the philosophic relationship between human reason and the Christian 

world view had become completely severed. Mill, Feuerbach, Marx, Nietzsche 
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and others regarded the Judeo-Christian God as merely a projection of the 

human mind that needed to be withdrawn.  It became epistemologically 

impossible to assert anything about the true nature of metaphysical reality.  

Moreover, the scientific enterprise and intellectual involvement in the dynamics 

of this world energized the interest of educated people and not theological 

concerns. 

 

Rousseau based his philosophical position on the fact that humans were 

corrupted by civilization and needed to return to the simple virtues of more 

natural existence.  He was in search of a personal God of  love and beauty, and 

was critical of both the impersonal God of the rational Deists and the dogmatic 

Christian God.  He believed that a return to nature was the prerequisite for the 

feeling heart in order to find its way to God.  Rousseau engaged humankind’s 

religious sensibility by appealing to its emotional subjectivity and personal 

intuitions, initiating a movement that led to Romanticism, then to Existentialism. 

 

By the end of the eighteenth  century, progressive Europeans held traditional 

Christianity in increasingly lower esteem.  By the nineteenth century, Marx 

applied his social critique to religion as well a other social and political 

institutions.  He argued that basic human motivation was always materialistic, 

specifically reflecting the dynamics of class struggle.  He contended that religion 

was soporific, which served to keep the lower classes in order.  More moderate 

liberal voices of the nineteenth century argued for the democratic right to 
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freedom of belief, or non-belief, in a pluralistic religious environment.  In addition, 

they discouraged the influence of organized Christianity on both the intellectual 

and political life of the day. 

 

The two main streams of Christianity, Catholicism and Protestantism, each in 

their own way, contributed to the decline of religion.  Counter-Reformation 

Catholicism returned dogmatically to the past leaving it out of touch with the 

developments of the modern mind.  The Catholic Church eventually became 

modern, opening itself to a more immanent evolutionary concept of God.  

Protestantism’s reliance on the authority of the scripture opened itself to a 

diversity of interpretations, which, with the discoveries of science, put the literal 

interpretation of the Bible to question.  The result of both the Catholic and 

Protestant responses was a divided Christianity with fewer members. 

 

The modern human’s way of perceiving reality was at odds with the Judeo-

Christian self-image.  In particular, the taint of original sin did not make sense to 

a mind enamored with materialism and material progress.  Nor did the image of 

human beings incapable of avoiding the temptations of evil and subject to eternal 

damnation resonate.  By offering liberation from religious guilt and fear, the 

secular spirit became an attractive alternative.  Moreover, for the modern mind, 

spirituality that was separated from secular activities was unappealing. 
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The modern mind’s developing social conscience and awareness of its own 

prejudices, the growing awareness of Christianity’s historical and cross-cultural 

injustices and oppressions, alerted people how far short Christianity fell from its 

own ethic of love.  Nietzsche’s “death of God” was prophetic, announcing the 

demise of the oppressive Judeo-Christian worldview that restrained Christians 

from more total experience of life (ibid, p. 317).  With Freud, this God could be 

understood as a projection of an immature human mind.   

 

A major result of the devaluation of the Christian worldview,  the secularization of 

life and increasing psychological sophistication, was the liberation of the sexual 

impulse from Christian asceticism and Puritanism.  Embracing a more Dionysian 

spirit was both a sign of the disintegration of the Judeo-Christian ethic and an 

opening to a worldview that would prove itself to be antithetical to the spirit of the 

modern mind itself.  It was, nonetheless,  embraced as one aspect of full 

commitment to life in the world. 

 

Perhaps the most significant formative idea for the evolution of the modern 

personality is the Judeo-Christian belief in linear progression towards God’s 

fulfillment in the world.  This motivating value became translated as moving from 

a dark past towards material prosperity and secular freedom, and fulfillment in a 

world remade through science.  Not religious faith and obedience to God’s Will, 

but man’s will, along with the power of science and reason, became the chosen 

path for the modern world. 
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The Transformation of the Modern Era 
With Copernicus, the model of the universe was radically transformed from a 

purposeful creation imbued with divine intelligence, to an unconscious 

experiment of nature, a place where consciousness is the result of a play of 

deterministic natural forces. Moreover, not only was the future uncertain, but the 

2nd law of thermodynamics suggests that, through entropy, the universe is 

progressing towards a “heat death” and its ultimate disintegration.  The 

mechanical nature of the laws that ordered such a universe led to a devaluation 

of  qualitative factors and an increased sense of human alienation.  With Freud 

and Marx, the Enlightenment’s sense of the dignity of man was further critically 

devalued. Their thinking represents a culmination of Enlightenment tendencies, 

while their insights put humanity and human connection to God into question.  

While Freud demonstrated that individuals were a product of warring 

unconscious forces, Marx showed that equally unconscious social forces of a 

political and economic nature were powerful motivators in the formation of social 

order.  Like Darwin, both Freud and Marx demonsrated that worldly reality was 

the product of natural forces in eternal struggle.  The modern mind’s encounter 

with its own history, as well as its exposure to other cultures, further relativized 

its sense of value.   

 

Finally, in the 20th century, awareness of vast dimensions of space and time 

further relativized the place of earth, humans and, for that matter, the whole solar 

system in the scheme of things.  Overall, the reduction of nature to the laws of 

Newtonian physics and humans to deterministic forces removed the qualitative 
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dimension of life, while seriously distorting the true nature of reality. In such a 

world, man seemed to be a peripheral product of the natural forces of evolution. 

 

The Modern Mind’s Self-Critique 
The modern mind’s self-examination led to the conclusion that there are 

epistemological limits to knowledge.  With Newton, there was an attempt to 

understand the nature of the mind, which he considered to be the basis of 

knowledge.  John Locke’s philosophy is based on empiricism as he argued that 

the senses are the source of everything found in the intellect. While affirming the 

principle of empiricism, he repudiated the Cartesian belief in innate ideas. Ideas, 

according to Locke, develop from sense impressions and reflection upon them.  

In holding that reason required sensory experience to know anything valid about 

the world, Locke’s philosophy was characteristic of the Enlightenment. 

 

In Locke’s epistemology, there are three factors involved in the acquisition of 

human knowledge.  They include the mind, the physical object and the mind’s 

representative perception or idea of the object.  According to him, the object can 

only be known through the idea in the mind.  Moreover, it cannot be ascertained 

whether some impressions belong to the world-in-itself or not.  Locke 

categorized impressions as consisting of: (1) primary qualities which belong to 

the object, which are objectively measurable such as weight, shape or motion, 

and: (2) secondary qualities such as taste, color and smell, which are subjective 

experiences that do not belong to the objective world as such.  In Locke’s view, 
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primary qualities stimulate authentic ideas about the external object.  Secondary 

qualities are only subjective impressions created by the imaginative mind. 

 

Locke was followed by Bishop Berkley, who argued that it was impossible to 

conclusively infer that perceptions of either primary or secondary qualities are 

genuine representations of the physical object.  Ultimately, for Berkley, 

experience of either qualities are phenomenological and subjective experiences 

of the mind.  Whereas for Locke, all authentic contents of the mind are based on 

primary sensations, for Berkley, all sense data whatsoever need to be 

understrood as subjective experiences of the mind, that is to representative 

perceptions or ideas in the mind.  It, therefore, follows for him, that it is 

epistemologically erroneous to assume a priori existence of an objective world. 

 

Existence, according to Berkley’s reasoning, cannot be equated to a material 

substance, but to the mind’s act of perception as esse est percipi.  He explained 

the experience of an objective and orderly world by the existence of a Universal 

Mind on which it depends.  Although God’s universal mind transcends the 

personal mind, the former imprints sensory ideas or perceptions on the individual 

mind, which reveal the laws of nature.  Ultimate truth, then, is based on 

subjective ideas that come from God.  Berkley, consequently, developed a 

spiritual basis for both human experience and natural science. 
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Like Locke, David Hume regarded sensory experience as the source of human 

knowledge.  However, under Berkley’s influence, and unlike Locke, he concluded 

that it is impossible to know anything certain about the objective world beyond 

sense impressions.  According to Hume, the source of all human knowledge is 

sensory impressions, which are vividly experienced.  The resulting ideas in the 

mind are reflections based on faint copies of the sense impressions, by which 

the actual sense impressions can be recalled.  The mind plays the  role of 

imposing order on a chaotic multitude of discrete sensations.   

 

Whereas for Plato, the world of sensory perceptions is based on shadowy copies 

of the Ideas, for Hume, the reverse is true; ideas in the mind are faint 

recollections of sensory impressions.  As far as one can ascertain, argues Hume, 

only the chaos of discrete sensory perceptions exists, and any indication of order 

is arbitrarily imposed by the mind.  The human mind cannot claim to have any 

valid access to an objective reality or an intrinsic world order, as it merely 

consists of a sea of discrete sensory perception.  Man only knows subjective 

sensory phenomena and the order he perceives is based on the mind’s 

subjective habit of associating ideas and projecting the resulting order onto the 

world.   

 

According to Hume, one mistakenly assumes causal relationships, which have 

no basis in fact.  Cause and effect is attributed to a repeated association of 

events or ideas in the mind, although the sensory impressions themselves are 
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discrete and acausal.  Even space and time are not objective realities, but the 

experience of discrete objects either continuously or in succession. 

 

There are, therefore, limits to the validity of pure reason, for example as 

expressed in mathematics.  Its truth is based on a self-contained construct that 

bears no mandatory reference to the essential reality of either the external world 

or metaphysical reality.  Not only did Hume consider metaphysics a kind of 

subjective mythology, but the objectivity of empirical science, and its inductive 

method were also put to question.   

 

Not only did Hume repudiate Locke, but also Berkley’s Idealism.  There are, he 

concluded, limits to the validity of pure reason, whose truths are based on self-

contained constructs that do not necessarily bear any reference to the essential 

reality of either the external world or metaphysical reality.  According to Hume, 

there is no certainty to human knowledge at all, which he considered mere 

opinion. 

 

Immanual Kant took up the challenge to reconcile: 1 (a) the claims of science for 

authentic knowledge of the physical world, against (b) the philosophic position 

that such knowledge is impossible, and: 2 (a) sciences claim that the universe is 

ruled by deterministic forces, against (b) the religious claim for man’s moral 

freedom.  The proposition of pure reason that Kant was heir to, contends that 

humans only know their subjective experiences of the phenomenal world. 
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Therefore, it is beyond their capacity to know either metaphysical truths or the 

laws of nature.  Although Kant was convinced of the self-evident truth of 

Newtonian science, he  argreed with Hume’s reasoning, at least insofar as 

accepting that the laws of Eudidean geometry, the basis of Newtonian science, 

could not be derived from strict empirical observation. 

 

Kant argued that objective reality could be known to the extent that it conforms to 

the fundamental nature of the mind.  Knowledge of the world is possible, 

including the laws of science and causality, as it is in sympathy with the mind 

and its cognitive operation.  As space and time is involved in all sensory 

experience, Kant observed that they are a priori forms that condition 

apprehension of the senses and empirical observation.  One cannot assert that 

space and time are intrinsic properties of the world-in-itself, although they are 

ontologically grounded in the nature of the mind.  In addition to space and time, 

the human mind is subject to other a priori principles or categories of perception 

and understanding, for example the laws of causation, the nature of substance, 

quantity and relation.  These a priori categories of the mind are, according to 

him,  read into the nature of things, or enforce their organization onto the world.  

Knowledge, for Kant, does not only derive from sensory experience but also from 

the mind, which apprehends the world with its own internal knowledge.  Thus 

Kant went beyond Hume in recognizing how much science had developed, not 

merely from propositions derived from experience, but on conceptual 

predispositions or a priori hypotheses.  The laws of nature, reveal themselves 
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through the interaction of the a priori categories of the observing mind with 

empirical events, that are unknowable in themselves.  Although Kant connected 

the knower to the known, the known was not the object- in-itself, but an a priori 

category. 

 

In a sense he confined man to a solipsistic prison, as he determined that one 

cannot be sure of the real underlying connection between the principles of 

cognition and either the objective world or metaphysical truth.  Kant saw no 

justification for assuming, like Aquinas, that human reason contains the human 

intellectis agentis, or divine light of active intelligence that gives humans insight 

into the nature of  both the transcendent reality or the world-in-itself. 

 

While Kant displaced truth from the center of the universe to the center of one’s 

personal universe, by recognizing the limits of human reason he opened up the 

possibility of larger religious and moral truths.  He argued that, as science is only 

limited to knowledge of phenomena, it opens up room for faith.  Through inner 

personal experience, one can  gain belief in a transcendent reality and, along 

with that, religious meaning and moral action.   

 

According to Kant, man can be understood in two ways; scientifically, he could 

be known as a naturally determined phenomenon; and morally, he could be 

thought of as a free immortal noumen.  In this way Kant was able to remove the 

stigma of skepticism from the validity of science, and from religion, the 
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application of the laws of determinism. Kant himself believed in the underlying 

sympathy between the laws of the universe and the moral law within, although 

he could not prove it.  Subsequent developments of the western mind support 

the relativism initiated by Kant.  It became apparent that, even though 

unconscious a priori principles structure human experience, it varies significantly 

historically, cross-culturally, and between ethnic groups, races, languages, class 

and other phenomenological classifications. 

 

Kant’s Idealist successors extended his notion of the mind to being a portion of 

the universal spirit that constitutes all reality.  Kant argued that a priori  

categories are imposed on experience, the content of which comes from an 

independent external world.  His successors noted that it is more philosophically 

justifiable to argue that an all-encompassing mind is at the origins of both form, 

or the a priori categories, and content, or the external world, which is a 

representative symbolic image of the universal self. 

 

Materialism or Naturalism, a philosophic position opposite to Idealism, fit more 

the prevailing zeitgeist than Idealism, as it seemed to better reflect the evidence 

of science.  The other available philosophic position was a form of Cartesian-

Kantian dualism, which did not encourage metaphysical speculation either. 

Given the nature of the modern experience, metaphysical concern for universal 

order became precluded from the philosophic narrative. 
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The general conclusion regarding the nature of the mind was that it is subject to 

a series of deterministic forces which may take the form of innate a priori 

categories that are, nonetheless, relativistic and not absolute.  Bertrand Russell’s 

Logical Positivism asserted that only verifiable or provisionally verifiable 

knowledge of the natural world has any validity at all.  Martin Heidigger’s 

Existentialism and Phenomenology, in contrast, argued that only human 

subjectivity could be known.  Finally, Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Linguistic Analysis 

emphasized the need for a therapeutic classification of language, as there is no 

evident connection between it and deeper underlying reality.  Although all three 

schools of philosophy have different epistemological positions, they each argued 

that the human mind is constitutionally incapable of being conscious of an 

underlying universal order. 

 

The Crisis of Modern Science 
During the modern era, the claims of science to valid knowledge of the world 

seemed unquestionable and the scientific worldview ruled supreme.  During the 

twentieth century, the Cartesian-Newtonian  cosmology broke down, due to an 

accumulation of discoveries in physics that undermined the deterministic 

certainties of modern science.  The physicist, James Jean, observed that the 

physical universe resembles a great thought rather than a machine.  Atoms were 

discovered to consist largely of empty space, while matter and energy were 

proven to be inter-controvertible.  In place of  three dimensional space with 

forward moving time, there is now a relativistic four dimensional space-time 

continuum.  The planets, which were believed to move in orbits because of 
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gravitational pull towards the sun, were now discovered to move in that way 

because of defined formal relations and dynamic processes, as well as acausal 

connections between particles vast distances apart. 

 

The fundamental relativistic nature of things has been confirmed as subatomic 

particles are observed as either waves or particles, while being affected by 

scientific observation itself.  Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle that suggests a 

“free will” in the atom has replaced the strict determinism of Newtonian science.  

Moreover, quantum theory posits that, at the core, there is only a probability or 

tendency for subatomic particles, hence material substances, to exist.  Finally, 

the notion of discrete objects interacting through mechanical causality has been 

challenged by the discovery of acausal connections between particles vast 

distances apart. 

 

Both quantum theory and the theory of relativity have opened up the possibility of 

seeing the world in holistic terms, while reconciling spirit and matter.  The 

uncertainty principle and the indeterminate nature of subatomic particles support 

the notion of a fundamentally free human will.   The subjective effect of the 

observer on the nature of subatomic particles encourages emphasis on the role 

of human consciousness on the object under investigation.  Finally, the 

fundamental interconnectedness of subatomic particles is the basis for a holistic 

view of the world. 
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Yet, such inferences have not yet been made by most physicists and, outside of 

physics, in the natural and social sciences, theoretical arguments for a long time 

were still primarily based on the assumptions of classical physics.  The radical 

nature of the discoveries of physics resulted in a lack of consensus on how they 

should be interpreted and on the ultimate nature of reality.  What emerged was a 

sense of fundamental incomprehensibility in the order of the universe.  Moreover, 

knowledge gained is so abstract, it doesn’t seem to relate to the reality of the 

lived-world itself. 

 

With 20th century physics, Kant’s position on the objective truth of Newtonian 

physics has been shattered.  Scientific knowledge, like metaphysical knowledge, 

proved to be relativistic and provisional.  Quantum theory shows that the 

scientific description of nature is not objective but the product of the observer’s 

interrelationship with nature.  Karl Popper argued that since science cannot 

produce certain knowledge, rigorous testing and neutrality is necessary.  Thomas 

Kuhn went further, arguing that the scientist’s governing paradigm always acts as 

a biased lens, filtering observation and that the history of science is, accordingly, 

one of radical shifts in perspectives, and not one evolving towards more 

objective truths. 

 

Science left the modern man free of absolute values, although the last vestige of 

solid ground underfoot has also been removed.  Moreover, the negative 

consequences of science have now become readily apparent, including the 
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dehumanizing effects of technology, ecological disasters, over-population, rapid 

disorienting change and potential for nuclear devastation.  Science’s moral 

relativity has been put to question, even though it seems to carry on under its 

own driving imperative.  The result has been a loss of faith in science and, with it, 

of the governing wisdom of human  reason. 

 

The modern dilemma of human alienation that had been growing since the days 

of Copernicus now seemed, if anything, exacerbated.  The nature of reality is 

ineffable and the original vision of science, that we live in a world that is 

ultimately comprehensible by the human mind, seems to be no longer justified.  

Science followed philosophy in concluding that reality is, ultimately, not 

discernible. 

 

Romanticism and Its Fate 
The modern mind, which blossomed in the late 18th and 19th centuries,  

consists of two complementary cultures, one that stems from the Scientific 

Revolution and the Enlightenment, and the other that has emerged out of the 

Renaissance and the Reformation.  Both cultures find their roots in the Greco-

Roman past and can be designated as humanist in that they elevate humankind 

and study the world from its perspective.  Both place the emphasis on the natural 

world and both, in their own way, are concerned with the structures of human 

consciousness.  In their elevation of the human ego and their quest for freedom 

and self-fulfillment, they are each profoundly Promethean. 
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Despite their common humanistic leanings, the two cultures are radically 

different in worldview.  Science and reason, born out of the Enlightenment, sees 

the world as a machine to be studied, experimented with and manipulated, while 

enthroning empirical reason.  The Romantic view, in contrast, exalts inspiration, 

and relates subjectively to the natural world as a living mysterious organism.  

Rather than studying human life in abstract terms, interest is riveted on its 

dramatic engagement.  Romanticism focusses on the phenomenological lived-

world of human experience in all its ambiquity, complexity, nuance and shadow, 

both heroic and anti-heroic.  Instead of reason, imagination, emotional depths 

and spiritual aspiration, along with creative individual self-expression, were 

exalted.  In both cases, the elevation of the human will brought with it the cult of 

the hero or Great Man.  For the Elightenment-scientific paradigm, candidates are 

such men as Newton, Franklin and Einstein, and for the Romantic worldview, 

exemplary figures are Goethe, Beethoven and Blake. 

 

Whereas Enlightenment thinkers focus on sense perception, the development of 

cognitive abilities, and behavioral differentiation, the Romantics stress self-

awareness, differentiation of the emotions and an educated imagination.  For 

some Romantics, such as Coleridge and Hegel, reason and sense perception 

are deepened through feeling and the imagination.  For many, all reality, 

including both that of the natural world and metaphysical truth, was mediated 

through the imagination.   
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The will, as a primordial creative force, was also elevated in the Romantic 

paradigm, especially with Nietszche’s claims for its relationship to truth and 

knowledge.  The highest truth is seen as a product of the self-creative power of 

the will and not related to reason per se.  Nietszche argued for a multiplicity of 

equally valid subjective perspectives, none superior to the other.   He appealed 

to the transvaluation of all values and the need for humans to overcome 

themselves in order to participate in the creative unfoldment of life. 

 

The Romantic faith in the creative power of the imagination is based on an 

epistemology different from that of the Enlightenment.  They radically challenged 

the limits to knowledge defined by Locke, Hume and Kant.  Whereas the 

Enlightenment philosophers turned to the classical past for accurate historical 

understanding and stimulation for the development of theory, the Romantics did 

so to revivify its creative spirit.  Whereas the Enligtment thinkers regarded the 

modern world and its values as a culmination of linearly progressive 

improvements, the Romantics were ambivalent.   

 

Regarding religion, both the Romantics and the Enlightenment thinkers were 

heirs to the legacy of the Reformation, with its emphasis on individualism and 

personal freedom.  However, there is a major difference.  The Enlightenment 

philosophers rejected anything to do with religion in favor of empiricism, reason 

and the secular.  The Romantics rejected hierarchies and institutionalized 

religions, while embracing the religious spirit in a plethora of expressions, from 
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mysticism to pantheism, to Goddess worship.  Art, itself, in all its various 

expressions, was virtually elevated to a spiritual discipline, while presenting the 

modern mind with an alternative, yet difficult to assimilate, worldview and “a rival 

creation,” one that contrasts sharply with the dominant mainline culture of 

science and rationalism (ibid, p. 373). 

 

The modern mind was subjected to a radical dichotomy that can be traced back 

to the medieval schism between reason and religious faith.  The early modern 

mind, divided between allegiance to secular science and institutionalized 

Christianity, was transformed into the mainline culture of scientific rationalism, 

counterpointed by a many-sided alternative culture, which consists of a plethora 

of religious and philosophic perspectives in loose relationship with the Romantic 

literary and artistic tradition.  The result is an apparently intractable 

compartmentalization of the western mind, where individuals’ intuitions, feelings 

and emotions are drawn to the Romantic view while their minds resonate to 

science and its productions.  The dominate culture, however, is based on the 

scientific paradigm and experienced as objective and outward.  Only a protion of 

the modern mind is interested in the more inward and subjective Romantic view. 

 

Thus, the “double truth”  universe continued in a new form.  At the beginning, the 

Romantics passionately aspired towards harmonious union with nature, while 

science increasingly described man, both individually and as a civilization, as 

struggling for survival, in armed conflict with destructive forces of the 
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unconscious.  As the modern mind matured, something of a reversal took place.  

As science’s view of an impersonal random universe took hold and the black 

shadow of industrial civilization became more apparent, the Romantic view 

became one that reflects alienation, despair and disunity with nature.  

Paradoxically, at the same time, science was moving toward an appreciation of 

the ultimately harmonious natural unity of man with the physical universe, albeit 

without a transcendent dimension. 

 

The Modern Mind’s Attempt at Synthesis 
From Tarnas’ perspective, there have been three main attempts of the modern 

mind to find a synthesis, that of Goethe, Hegel and Jung.  Goethe added 

imaginative intuition to empirical observation and penetrated beyond external 

appearances to the archetypal core.  He undertook to unify Kant’s dualism in that 

he argued that order is not imposed on nature by a phenomenon outside the 

human mind, as Kant suggested, but that man is the instrument to whom 

nature’s own order reveals itself.  This is possible because nature, in Goethe’s 

view, is a form of the spirit inseparable from both man and God. 

 

Hegel sought a synthesis of metaphysical reality with matter, humankind and 

time.  He argued that there is an evolutionary unfolding of consciousness by way 

of a manifestly dialectical process, whereby one condition calls forth its opposite 

to eventually be resolved in a more all-embracing synthesis. The initial synthesis 

then serves as the basis for another dialectical process, as truth, which consists 

of all opposites, unfolds into a larger truth.   
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For him, human reason is both grounded in, and an expression of the universal 

mind or spirit (geist), that is divine reason, which finds fulfillment through its own 

unfolding self-creation, in the world.  In contrast to Kant, who saw the categories 

of human knowledge as fixed and timeless, for Hegel they are historically 

determined, a product of evolutionary dialectical forces that will proceed until 

“consciousness achieves absolute knowledge of itself (ibid, p. 380),” as the 

infinite becomes finite. The evolutionary process is realized through the human 

spirit,  with the incarnation of Christ as the pinnacle of religious truth. 

 

The realization of the world’s purpose will resolve the process of dialectical 

struggle.  God, in Hewgel’s view, does not transcend creation, but is the 

unfolding creative process itself in history, with man as the active co-creator.  

The evolutionary process will achieve its climax with humans achieving absolute 

truth by realizing unity with the divine mind within.  This evolutionary process, 

according to Hegel, is realized by way of universal ideas working through Great 

Individuals. 

 

With Hegel, one of the western mind’s last powerful attempts at describing 

universal order accessible to the human mind was enunciated.  Along with 

similar later attempts by Bergson, Whitehead, de Chardin, Toynbee, and 

Spengler, it was submerged in a volley of opposite viewpoints, Dialectical 

Materialism, Logical Positivism and Linguistic Analysis.  The main focus of 
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attention of the modern mind went from interest in the Romantic spirit and 

science to “history from below (ibid, p. 383).” 

 

The 20th century gave birth to two strains of depth psychology, one pioneered by 

Freud and the other by Jung, both of whom were influenced by the Romanticism 

of Goethe and Nietzsche.  Whereas Freud never abandoned the important role 

of the regulating voice of reason, Jung relativized the voice of reason after he 

discovered the collective unconscious with its archetypes and instinctive patterns 

of behavior. Although, for him, reason continues to have an important place, it 

becomes secondary to the power of archetypal truth.  

 

In Jung’s observations on the nature of enantiodromia or tendency to move from 

one archetypal constellation to its opposite, he brought psychological depth to 

Hegel’s understanding of dialectical movement of history.  In addition, his 

empirical observations on the reality of  the objective psyche, was a significant 

advance over Kant, who believed  that only external reality could be proven to be 

objectively real, at least through the organizing principles, the a priori categories 

of the observing mind.  On Jung’s own admission, however, the subjective 

nature of experience would not allow him to make any final statements about the 

nature of objective reality, whether metaphysical or of the natural world.   

 

The Renaissance search for individualistic self-determination was in some ways 

fulfilled, yet in a confusing world of mass information and reductionist science.  
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The future directed outward movement initiated during the Renaissance left the 

modern mind in a spiritual desert.  By the latter half of the twentieth century, 

expanding psychological and intellectual horizons coincided with an increasing 

sense of individual alienation.  Along with an enormous increase of accessible 

information, there is less sense of intrinsic order and meaning to life. 

 

The contemporary human predicament seems to be best described by the 

philosophies of Heidegger, Sartre, and Camus in their encounter with existential 

suffering, loneliness, dread and other phenomenological experiences of 

contemporary life.  Authenticity, for them, involves freely choosing to encounter 

the dim realities of a meaningless existence.  To read a deeper meaning into 

things is inadmissible, as things simply exist for the sake of existing.  As one 

could only legitimately speak of one’s own phenomenological experience, to 

speak of  God, too, is meaningless.  The optimism of the early Romantics, turned 

to “despair or self-annihilating defiance” in the face of the experiential realities of 

the 20th century (ibid, p. 390). 

 

Art in all its forms threatened to degenerate into a meaningless solipsism, 

fragmentation and dissolution.  Deconstructionism announced the collapse of 

virtually all fields of intellectual and artistic endeavors in the western tradition.  

The Enlightenment-scientific side of the modern western equation undermined 

itself with its quantum and relativity theories, along with recognition of the 

destructive side effects of its one-sided approach.  The Romantic side of the 
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western formula found itself existentially disillusioned in face of an unrelentingly 

harsh outer world. 

 

The Postmodern Mind 
Fredrick Nietzsche’s radical observations, along with their nihilistic undertone, 

were prophetic of the current intellectual state of affairs and the postmodern 

mind.  Generally speaking, this mind consists of a wide-open attitude to a 

plethora of intellectual and cultural cross-currents.  Despite its divergent 

tendencies, there are several shared values.  There is, to begin with, emphasis 

on reality as an unfolding process along with referral to phenomenological 

experiences rather than abstractions.   

 

The search for knowledge is continuously open-ended and subjective truths 

need to be subjected to consistent testing and revision.  Furthermore, ideas, or 

forms-in-themselves are not experientially accessible and, therefore, to 

speculate on their existence is considered untenable.  The human mind is 

fundamentally interpretive as it cannot go beyond its own subjective 

predispositions The end result of one’s search for truth is relative, as the human 

mind is fundamentally subjective and interpretive and, in some sense, constructs 

its own reality. 

 

Awareness grew that reality is essentially solipsistic and bound by local, cultural, 

linguistic and temporal ideas and life-forms.  The western mind apprehends ands 

comprehends the world in a Euro-centric fashion, one that is subjective and 
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peculiar to it.  Given the post-modern predisposition to a multi-perspective view, 

traditional assumptions are being relentlessly questioned.  The fundamentally 

subversive nature of the postoderm mind is creating an open-ended free 

environment in all realms of thought and culture, without a firmly grounded 

worldview.  

 

The one postmodern absolute, a deconstructive critical consciousness, seems 

on the verge of taking the same attitude to postmodernism itself.  Moreover, the 

complexity and ambiguity of the postmodern situation is fertile ground for the 

emergence of a new vision, a creative synthesise that will grow out of all the 

divergent perspectives and cross-fertilizations existing today.  There is growing 

recognition of the primordial nature of religious activity, even while institutional 

religion itself suffers decline, while engaging in its own self-dialogue.  Science 

has been liberated from nihilistic assumptions to explore deeper understandings 

of the world.  Between all intellectual and cultural fields there is a dynamic cross 

fertilization.  The world of the imagination is no longer understood as being 

opposed to sense perception and reason, but as informing both reason and 

sense perception.   

 

Both Jung and Hillman and other postmodern Jungians have shown how 

archetypes or archetypal images form a priori categories that determine both 

cognition and experience.  In  Wittgenstein’s view of the archetype,  it as an 

enduring underlying structure that, however, is subject to cultural and individual 
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variations.  There is affirmation of human autonomy and freedom, as well as 

growing sensitivity to the many-sided nature of human personality, along with 

greater understanding of the archetypal source of human knowledge and 

experience. 

 

As Tarnas sees it, both Jung and Freud found a middle ground between Science 

and the Romantic tradition.  On Jung’s own admission, however, the subjective 

nature of experience would not allow  him to make any final statements about 

the nature of objective reality, whether metaphysical or of the natural world.   

Jung’s empirical approach to depth psychology had only revealed a subjective 

mind, whatever may be the lived-experience of both the inner and outer worlds.  

However convincing, the possibility for genuine synthesis of subject and object, 

of the individual with both the natural world and a metaphysical reality, according 

to Tarnas, seems to be out of reach. 

 

The postmodern mind has two opposing impulses.  The first is a drive towards a 

forthright  deconstruction of the illusory nature of beliefs and assumptions.  The 

second is for reconciliation of the various views in the search for a new 

synthesis. Feminism is a major force in this direction.  Tarnas ponders whether 

the present uncertainty will continue or whether we are simply in the process of 

an epochal transition. 
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At the Millennium 
As the twentieth century comes to a close, there is a sense that culture is hurtling 

towards the end of an eon with hopeful expectations of radical new beginnings.  

Toynbee observed that acceleration in our collective lives began some 30,000 

years ago, with great leaps taking place with the advent of agriculture, the 

formation of civilization and recently with the harnessing of nature, rapidly 

moving us towards a climax.  Both Nietzsche and Max Weber have prophesied a 

forthcoming crisis, a collective dark night, with an uncertain outcome, either “a 

new dawn” or some form of petrifaction of the spirit.  Jung’s prophetic voice is 

more hopeful, although he is mindful of a  “mood of universal destruction (ibid, p. 

413).”  He noted that we are living in the kairos, the right moment. for a 

“metamorphosis of the gods, of the fundamental principles and symbols.”  But, 

even for him, the future was uncertain and depends on the individual who is “the 

makeweight that tips the scales (ibid, p. 413).”   
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