Does “Socrates Is Old” Imply
That “Socrates Is”?

The Hower and fruit of specch is meaning,
Tiska, Nirakta 11y

The Aower and frait of speseh is tnisth.
Astaveya Aramyaka 1136

A real art of specking, saye the Laconian, which does not
lay hold of he truth does not and never will exist.
Plato, Phacdrus 2fies?

Bertrand Russell says that in such a scntence as “Soerates s old,” “the
tendency of language is to assume™ that the word “is,” connecting “Socra-
tes” with an aizibuted quality, presurazs in him a more or less persisrent
being; and argues that what wc “cught” to say is that the series of cvents
or phenomena to which we refer by the label “Socrates™ has already
continued for many years® I agree that that is whar we ought ta mean;
it is, in other words, what I do mcan by such a statement. At the same

[Fviderce in this essay suggests that it could net have been written before late T044.—
En.|

! With these statements compare Wilbur Marshall Urban’s: “In the ultimzte meta
physical contzxr rruth and intelligibility are one™ and “The metaphysical idiom is
the anly language that is really intelligible” (Lawguegs and Reality, London, 1530,
PD- 716, 720, and The Inteiligible World, New York, 1920, p. 471). Whatever Las no
meaning is not language, but only 2 noise,

As Philo says: “Spoker wards conrain the symbols of things apprchendzd by the
understanding only” (De Alrzhemo 119). Here the word “contain™ is proper, be-
cauze the rcal symbols are the concrete things ro which the words reler by frst
intention, At the same time, it must always be remembered that die verbal synibols
arc a species rather than tie genus of language, and thee the connotations of things
can be as well (o sunclimes even beuer) cormmunicated by visual symbols. Se-
mazytics, though now rescriered o the study of the significations of words, is really the
study ol their iconography, and is in principle the same thiag s the study of the
mientions of visual symbols.

* Bertrand Russell, “Logical Atemism,” in Comtemporary British PhiTnsnophy, First
Series, cited and discussec by Wilbur Marshall Urban in Largzage end Reality,
pp. 285 i
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time, I think wa have 2 right to make us2 of such elliptical expressions
for practical purposes, without incurring any chasge of bad [aith, even
though we know that our full or rezl meaning will only be understood by
a hearer who is not only aware that a real “being” of anything that can
be named or tagged can be very seriously questivned, but is also aware
that we do not, in fact, attribuzc a persistent “>eing” to any composite
or variable, subject to change and decay. Such a hearer will r=cognize
thar T am not “lying,” but orly speaking “commor current English” in
order to avoid a language of such complicat’on as would tend to paralyze
all communicatior. about everyday affairs. It is true that another hearer
who assumes thar “Socrates” must have a being may assume tha:r I agree
with hizn; but it is more likely thar he does not consider the ultimate
mcaning at all. In such contexts all that is needed is a communication of
the empirical or surface meaning; it may be supposed thar the hzarer is
in seerch of “Socrates,” the man, and only wants to kaow what sort of
man :o be on the lock out for; it is only if he raises the question of the
implications of my words thar it will he needful for me to interpret them.

Before going [urther, T must ask, What can Bertrand Russell mean by
his personification of language? It is, surely, only human beings that can
heve “tendencies to assurme™ anything wharever. If rhe proposition “Socra-
tes is old” implies chat “Socrates is,” it must be the human assumption
that has determined the Zorm of the expression, and not the language itself
that leads us to suppose that Sccrates is simple. [anguage ean naver he
misundersiood: it is Luman beings who can raisunderstand one another,
waich happers when what is voiced is actually a mere ncise, or seems to
be a mere noise bezause the hearer hears but coes not undersrand. No
doubt it has been more or less generally assumed that | and others “arc”
persistent beings; and it is this suppositzo thet can alone explain a uni-
verse of discourse in which it is both meant znd understood that Sacrates
15, At the same titme, we st be very carelul not w confuse this per-
sonaliem® with the metaphysical animism that refers the acts of the so-
called beings to the presence in (cr to) them of 2 Power that moves them
—qticsti nei cor moriell ¢ perm-ﬁwa—thc }Jt:.l'\’asivc Power of anvther
than “thermselves,” and apart from which they could no more “run” than
any orher engine without “power.” In this universs of discourse, hat
“Socratcs is old” will not mply that Socrates is, but much rather chat
“he” is not,

* By “pecsonalism” (Philo’s oiyous, Indian abarnkira), I raean an identdfication of
the pereong (mask), personality, or personification with the very Person of any
agent: in other words, any confusion of the disguise with the actor,
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"L'hus the meaning of the words “Socrates is 0.d” will depend in part
upon the universe of Cisconrse in which they are spoken. To the philos-
opher in any trad:tional sensc they will not mean that Socrates “is.” For
it 1s no new discovery of modern positivism that I “is merely a namc for
2 series of aromic events”; this is a traditional doctrine, irtegral to the
Philosophia Perennis, and of unknown antiquity. In Plato’s words: “Al.
though a man is called ‘nimself,’ still he is never ar all such that ke re-
tains the selfsame properties in *himself’; he is forever becoming 1 new
man . . . oot only in Iis budy but in his soul, norhing of his moral dis-
position (rd %th), opinions, desircs, pleasures, pains, or fears ever re-
maining the same in any individual (éxdore) . . . aor are we ever the
sume selves us regzrds the contenr of onr knowledge” (Symposium 207pz,
2084); and so, he says also, “it naturally >clongs to whatever is com-
peunded (ciipferos) to sufer a corresponding dissolution,” and it is anly
to a real and immutable being thar it belongs ta be and ever emain itself;
so that things that are named, such as men, horse, r garments, alchough
the naming seems to imply that thev “zre,” are not really esscoces, and
never the same; this appiiss to everything sensibly perceptible, and it is
only the invisible and simple substunces of which it can properly he szid
that they “are” (Phaedo 78c-794). Similarly for Plutarch: “Nobody re-
mains one person, nar is one person _ . and if he is not the same person,
he has no permanent beiug, but changes his very nature as one personality
in him succezds to another. Qur serses, through ignorance of reality (vd
dv, whar “is), falsely tell us thet what appears to be, is” (Moralia 33208,
&. Philo, De cherubim 113 1), And so “the fastidious soul car rest her
uncerstarding on nothing that has name. . . . We must have symbols
(gelichniisee) . . . [but] our underszanding of them is totally unlike the
thing as it is in its2f and 25 it isin God. ... T have a'ways hefore my mind
this ttle word, gwass, like’; children at school call it an ‘adjective’ (4i-
wort)” (Eckhart, Peiffer ed, pp. 552, 231332, 271). Language, in fact
(and however “scientific”), is essentially condirioned by “the philosophy
of "As if’ 7; and this is only overlooked by fundamentzl'sts and a mgjozity
of scientists, for whom all communication is only of literal facts, the
“bread alone” of couversation.*

CL.

“Heuee the supposed conflict of sciencz and religion: of Coorraraswary, “Grada.
tion and Evolution: L” [sis, XXXV (1044), 15-16; and “Cradanon and Kvolition:
TL7 Isis, XODVI (1047), 8592

The “bread alone” of discourse suffizes far 1" “practical purposes” in our modern
world of “impoverished reality,” hnt is nar sutfcient for the expression or com-
munication of the whole nf humsar experiencs, ot which enly a part is recognized
by “science.”
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In India it has been consistently ruaintained that ovr true Self can only
be described by a negation of whatever qualities (relations) can be predi-
cated of it. This 21z remotionis represented by the nezi nes® of the Upani-
sads and by the agiom that birth and death are inseparable correlatives is
sarongly developed in Buddhism, where we meet with a repeated analysis
of “personality” (afta-bhiva) in terms of its fve psj,!cho-physim] com-
ponents, o each of which, because of its impermanence (miccw),_thc
words “that is not my Sclf” (na me so aid) apply (Nikdyas, passim),
and it ‘s emphasized that “whatever has been born, has come to be (&Ad-
tam), and is compounded, is a naturally corrupuble thing” (paloke-
dbamma, D 1wi1¥). Whoever, then, understands things “as-become”
(yathz-bhiitam), 1., in the natural sequence of causes anc effects, will
net ask: What ‘was” I, What ‘am’ [, or What shall 7 ‘be’? (8 w26, 27).
This is :he familiar doctrine of unatsd, that there is no “sclf” recognized
in the constituents of personality, which are nothing but a chain of cau-
sally determired factors. At the same time, the Buddhist adepr {Arhat),
no less than the Wake aware that *“‘[” am naught of an znyonc anywhere”
(A m1yy), “rcither ‘brahman,’ ‘prince,’ nor “farmer,’ nor anyone at all”
(Sn 455), is allowed &0 say “I” for convenience—even as a Bertrand Rus-
sell migkt, even though Le knows that “he” is nothing but a serics of
cvents that had a stasting point in time and will come to an end; the
Buddhist master may possibly be mistrderszaod by an untaught per-
sonalis;, bur there is litle danger that he will be misunderstood within
the communizy of discourse® to which he belongs, that of the monastic
order, or even by instructed laymen.

Alike in Indian, Islamic, and Cliristian contexts we mest with the
thought that God alonc #s and thet He alone can properly say “17; as
Meister Eckhart puts it, “Ege, the word ‘1, is proper to none but Gad in
his sarneness” (Pleiffer ed., p. 261), althoughy, indeed, “we have no means
for considering what God is, but rather how he is not” (St. Thomas

%1, to whatever can be predicated of the Self, as distinguished from its acci-
dents, the auswer is “No, 10" Netz s “ud” In guotes.

® Comummaity, or universs of discourse: Ske., semdhaye-serabhisa, sahityz or samgha,
all ziymologically coznate with syn-thesis. The ramre of a universe of discourse is
well illustrated by a gloss cite¢ by Meister Eckhart {Evers ed., 11, 65): “No one can
urcersiand cr teach the Pauline writings unless he be of the same mind in which
Puul spoke and wrote,” or Willlam Law's “Would you faow the truths of Jacob
Behimen you must s:and where he stood.” This has an important bearing on the
prodlem of translatinn, for which 2 Snowlerdge of grammar alons, however scholarly,
is an inadequate quzlificarion. Real rranslation is only possible when the translator
has himself already experienced (erfebr) something of rhzr whick Fis author s
tommunicaring.
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Aquinas, Sum. Thenl. 1.3.7).7 In other words, this is a point of view that
has been almost anivesally enlertained; und so il can be said that it is
perhaps only to the modern and untaught “man in the street” that the
proposition “Socrates is old” will really imply that “Socrates is.” To any-
one who lias beer: taughe, ic will appear chat the proposition, on the con-
trery, deries to “Socrates” a being; for he will be awarc that whatever is
now old, must have been young, and will be clder, and that in our ex-
perience, exclusively of past and Iuture, there is no “now™ ‘n which we
would pin him down, to say that he #s this or that., This man, Socrates,
is nowhere to be found.

We have seen that there is an ambiguity of meaning in the predicatinn,
which may be cifferently uncerstood on the one hand by a sersonalist
and on the other hard by a positivist or any :raditional philesopher.?
So far T agree wirh Professor Urban; hut T cannot agree with his analysis
of the nature of the ambiguity.” He says that Socrates is nol a persistent
being in the practizal, physiological sense, but is so in his moral and po-

7 'This is as much as to say thar it is only the Ao of phenomsna that can e ce-
scribed; thelr whar eludes us. All language rot merely indicative must b2 mera
physical or symhbolic; or if nat, mist resort to negatons. I agree with Profsssor Urban
that whatever eanant be expressed literally is oot therefore unreal, but simply
neither true nor false; no re.ative terms, such as voung or old, or good or evil, can
communicate its essence; the relatives cre crly the names of ts modalit'es, and not
#s name. God, ag Nickelas of Cusa says, is Eidden from us by these pairs of con-
trarizs; and these are the “Clashing Rocks” of the grezt tradition, hetween which
none can pass without being docked of a characteristic eppeadage, to wit, his outcr
man; tais centingent “self being, in fact, his “sop to Cerberus.”

%8¢ far—viz. as to thc mutability and conscquent vnrezlity of all that can be
pecceived, mearured, and naned—modern posidvism and the traditonal philosophy
agree; the existznee of “things™ is what they do. Bur whereas for the positvist there
are no-realities whatever, thz realist, who is also a nominalist with respect to phe-
nomena, affirms the reality of which the things that can be named are the pheromena,
and employs their rames as adeguate symbols without which no discourse about
their -ealiry wonld he possible, Pasitivism is a “nathingmorist” (nastike, matihika)
doctrine, aned zg such, az Professor Urhan szys, “wonld eliminaze whale zreas of
human discourse as meaningless and unintelligible,” adding that the taking up of
such 2 stand may be “a symptom of a decaying cultvre znd a prelude to a sciantific
barbarista and a calturel nihilism”; cf. Reaé Guénon, Le Régne de la quamiitd ot les
stgnes des temps, Paris, 1944 [Eaglish tr., London 1953—ep.], and Iredcll Jenkins,
“The Postulate of an Impoverished Reality,” furernal of Biddosophy, XXXIX (1oa2).

*Willlaw: Marshal! Urban, Languape and Realsty, p. 280, Since [ am at variance
with him ¢n this ane point I should like to say that T am in fill agreement with
nearly everything else in his beok, and notably with the conclusion thar “the mera-
physical idinm of ke (ireat “I'tadifion 1s the only langnage that is really intelligible.”
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lit'cal aspect. But, assuredly, it is nct only our physical, but also our moral
and political nature that is changeable; is not the soul subject to persua-
sicnf In the tradizional philosophy at least, the soul is as much as the
hody a thing that becomes, zccording to the food that it assimilares (of.
Phacdrus 246¢); o 76, as Plato says, are never constant in any indi-
vidual, while the Buddhist holds that it 15 even more dangerous to identify
the soul with our Self than the body. Thar “Sozrates is old™ cannot, in
any superior universe of discourss, mean that Socrates “is.” but. cn the
contrary, implicit’y denies that he “is.”

It will he only it we predicare in “Socrares” an anthensically constant
oroperty, some “absolute.” that “is” will irply 1 veritable zssence. In this
case, however, we shall have to ask, What do we #oz mean by “Socrates”?
we cannot be referring to this man, Sc-and-so, subject to inveteration.
I we say thar “Socrates is infallible)” then we are aributing 2 being to
“Socrates,” because infallibilitv is not a more-orless attribute but, like
“perfection,” without degree, and therefore immutable. This will ke even
more abvious, perkaps, il we say that “Sucrates is jmnostal™; for this is
as much as to say “eternzl, immartal, and sclfsame” (woadrws, Phacdo
won), and will necessazily mean thar we are referring to a “Socrates” that
has never becr: boru, Botl propusitivns are like Ariscotle’s “voiie is nevar
wrong” (De enima 111.10.433a).

The notion of zn infallibility attributed to any individual properly
offends us; the notion is irrational. For, indeed, as this man, Socrares,
says himself: “It is the Truzh that you cannot gainsay; Socratcs you
ezsily may” (Symposium z201¢, of. Apology 234). When, then, is "Sccra-
tes” infallible? When it is not “himself” that speaks, bur rhe “vnice from
the Acropolis” (Timacws 70); the voice, that is to say, of Socrates' and
everyman’s immanent Daimon, “who cares for nothing bu: the truth”
and is “a very near relative of mine, ‘iving in rhe same house with me”
(Hippias wmeajor 288D, 304p); in other werds, our soul's immortal and
divine part (Timaens 730, 904) and our r=a. Selt (Laws g5048), Philo’s
“Soul of the soul” (Heres 55), St. Paul’s muefiua as distinguished from
the Yoy (Heb. 4:12), and the Indian “self's immo-tal Self and Leader”
(MU vr7). When, then, we say that Socrates is infallible, “Socrates” is
ro longe: u lubel for the men thar was once yourg, and is ever getting
clder, but a symbol standing for that man’s verv Sclf, the Sell of all rmen,
thal “never hecomes anyone.” It is the same when we speak of the Pope's
intallibility, viz. when he speaks oracularly (ex cathedra), and the ref-

413




UNPLUELISHELD WORKS

erenice is not to this ar thar Pape, Pius or Gregery, but to the Sarctus
Spiritus, whoss ecathedra is in heaven and who teaches from within the
heart (St. Augustine, Iz ep, Joannis ad Parthos). What can the Popz as a
man £raw abont the Truth? he can only believe; far “Omne varum, a
quocamgue dicatus, est a Spintu Sancto” (St Ambrose on 1 Cor. 12:3).
“Pope.” as being “infallible,” is an ofhce, not a name, and as such a sym:
bol that stands Zor ancther thsn “this man.” “Not [, the I that I am,
knows these things, bur God in me” (Jacob Bochme).

Now, if Bertrand Russell asserts that the Holy Chost does not exist,?
and that, therefors, my sentences are meaningless, I shall agree with the
first part of his proposition, since God is propetly called nothing, i.2., no
thing amongst others; it will not, in fact, be overlackec that in proposi-
tions that do attribute 4 real being to their subject, the form of predica-
tion is typically negative, the negation implying an absence of any or all
of those gualities of which there can be more or less. I shall not agree
with his second part, but only say that if my seatences are meaningless
to hirmn, that is becanse his universe of disemirse is nnr idenrical wirth mine;
his is a universe of discourse valy about hings that are never the same?
It may be worthwhile to chserve hers that a Hindu, even in the vernaca-
lar, daes not say that “I am cold,” but that “Cold adheres to me” (ham
ko thandd lagia); the suppositio being that I, my Sclly remain w be dis-
covered by a process of remotion from all those sccidents by which my
being is veiled end from which I mus: es-cape if 1 would be authentcally
what 1 am.

1) Existence is necessarily in tertne of gpace and time, frem which the language
of mete-physical discourse, concerned wita the nature of reality in an unextended
here and now, as nccessarily abstracts, Therefore, it constanty resorts to paradoxes
or negations sach as “morion without locomotion.” But mercly because of this
euipialic phirascology we nwost not overJook (unless we arc willing to throw away
“Uie Baby with Cie Lal™) that, as Professor Urban says {p. 708), “thesc idioms are
e expression of authentic experiences whicl can be comumunicated, erd which arc
confirmed or anchenticated precisely in these provesses of cogunuonication.” When,
Sfor exarrple, we say tha: “my mind was elsewhere,” cur reference is actually w a
mosian witho1- locometion and to a possible omnipresence. On the other land,
it on leoking at an ewcellent portrait we say “thar's me” we are lirerally talking
nongence, Just ag we are it we say that “Socrates 7 old.” Not even our everyday
langnage s literally intelligible; even the “lenguage” of raathematics cannot be ex-
plained in terms of experience, because it deals with only a fraction of human ex-
pericnee, of whick the mose valuzkle part is immeasurable. The language of mata-
pliysics applizs w the whole of reality; its nacversals are not cx- but in-clusive.

1 “Things that are never he same” is, ol wurse, a taaology. Such is the nature
of “thirgs.”
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To sum up, 1t appears that a real ambiguity lics in the verb to “be”
which, as an English word, can mean either to “become” or to “be”;*?
which of these meanings is to be understood in a given proposition de-
pending on the nature of the quality or preperty attributed to the subicct
of the proposirion; a variable quality or property implies a variable sub-
ject. and conversely. In Gerran one could better distinguish isz geaworden
alt from st unfehlbar, in Greek mwpéoBus éyévero from éoriv dfazards,

¢ in Senskrit jirno babhuva from amrto’stiy the fArst terms implying
processes, and the latter simple uspects of being. Thar medern English
has not (except in the rare expression, “Woe worth™) preserved the An-
glo-Saxon wearthan (G. werden, Lat, veriere, Skr. ort) represents a real
luss of expressive power. In many other cases, in rhe “eommon current
English” of teday, words or phrascs {or in the same way visual or en-
acted symbols)*® have lost their primary iatentions and retain only their
icdicative values,” To the extenr thar we forger thar “illustrate” znd

2 S2e, on this subject, the diseussion by C.AF. Rhys Davids, Te Becorse or Not
to Become (London, 1937), rightly dedicatec to ““cllow-ranslators.” Note especially
the contrast presented in A m1.37-30 where, in reply to questions, the Buddlia auswers:
“No, I shall not dcrom= a Deova, Gandaarva, or Yaksa,” and vondudes witl: “T am
Buddhz” This “any” corresponds w the “Thas are thou™ of the Upanisads, whers it
is 2 question of the absolute Aefnp of the ‘mmanent and ‘mmortal Self, and the
verb 1o “Le”” is required, because it would be nonsense to imply that what is mortal
could deveme immortal. “Becoming” can only have to do with the pracess of re.
membezing anc rezlizing what we ate or whe we are (Dvide geerrdr), not with
this whar itself. Rhys Tiavid's hook is of the highest valve in i beering on the
prodlems of translarinn, but ir is viriated throughout by her cwn phobia of the no-
don of an ahsolute hetng, to which she would preter an endless prograss.

** Whar were originally rites, for example, suevive only as ceremonies, i.e, merely
in their utilitarian or decorative cspects. This applies to all the srts, of which the
techniques themselves, e.g., of sculpture or wezving, are naturally symbelic. In sculp.
ture, tor example, one cither imposes a form upon the clay (st 3Frmativg) or dis-
covers a form in the woed or stonc (the more that cnc removes, the nearer vne
comes to the formless source in which the ferms inkere), and this is the mee-
phym_c of the imoropricty of modeling in Jday a ferm: that is o ba copied, nct in
mem.,‘but in stonc. Ir. weaving, the warp thrcads are the “rays” of the Inelligible
Sun <.m many primitive lovms tiey stll proceed from a single point), and the
woof is the Piimary Matter of the cosmic “Cssuc.” When these things have heen
alt_ogethcr forgollen, in a world of “impoverished reality,” then the work, which
originally served the needs of bady and seul together, hecomes eitker = mechanical
task or a pasime.
fa:: Eiu;:nu};d‘izg;g:,-l?as ’g:)l:lc_mlr r:n‘ any word, this is not merely a semartic

L that @ similar virtne has gnne out of the activity to which
the word dir_:ctly‘ refers. Tn metaphysical discourse it ¢ very often ncces'sary to nse
eareul words In their archaic or chsolete senses, ie, more exactly then in the
shop-warn speech of commerce or the eristive speech ot politics, “Evary term that
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“argument” imply to “throw light vpon” and to “dlarily,” or that méier
is ctymologically ministerizm,® or that the or'ginal mearing of such
words as “nature” (criginally of things, but now denoting an aggregate
of the things themselves), “art” (now used for “works of art”), or “in-
spiratic.” (uow very commonly used to mean “external stimulant™) has
been actually materialized, these expressions have become clichés or super-
stitions for us, who use them only for ‘ndicarive purposes.*® In fact, as
I have said elsewhere, “if we exclude fram our theological and meze-
plysical thinking all thosc symbols, images, and theories that have come
down to us from the Stone Age, our means of communication would
be almosr wholly limited to the field of cmpirical observation and the
stztistical predictions (laws of scicnce) that are bzsed on these observa-
ticnss the world would have lost its mezning.”" The ariginal symhals,
as a well knnwn archaeologis: has said, “were anchured In the highest,
nat the lowest”; there subsisted in them “a polar balerce of physical and

becoraes an empty slogan as the resule of fashion or repetiion is buin at some tlime
from a definite concept, and its significanee must be interpreted from that point of
view” (Paul Kristeller, The Philasophy of Marsilic Ficino, New York, 1043, D.
286%; and what is true of the verbal s equally true of visual symbols, which always
had their reasons long before they became mere “art forms.”

15 Tt is partly because we no longer realize (verity) thata vocation, or rade (= way
of lifz, Skr. @cdrya) is properly & ministry (in both the political and sacerdotal senses
of the word) tha: we cennot “understand” a caste system, ie, caaiet imnagine what
a sucial crder could be like in which the notions of hono: and hereditary function
coincide. Any such loss of a capacity to undersrand represents a constriction of
our “world"; anc, in fact, wlatever we cannot understand we try to eliminate from
the world, usually by “giving the dog a bad name” Our way of seying “no” to
anything is, logically enough, te call it nauyglity. Tu dis word “naughty” {Ske, wraz,
in this serse) the supposizfo 15 that ens e fomwm convertwntuer; and, similarly, in
the case of German [Jnthat (Skr. akriam, in this sense), liwerzlly “undeed,” wnd
hence “sin,” the sinrer himself heing “nct in act,” and as such, as St, Thomas Aquinas
says, really non-existent If we ignore ths cuppnsitio, the words thersclves have
Lttle more than an exclamarcry value and harcly any real meaning.

1% 11 the samc way phrases such as “our better self” “be yourself,” “rame @ him-
se10* and “self-government” and “scl-control” (i, of self by Self, le mof by Ie s0i)
are not undzrstood (erfeds) il we overlook their suppositio, equally Plaronic, Scholas
tic, Tslamie, Tndizn, and Chinese, that Duo sumt in homine, Tt is preciscly when we
have not really 11dersscod the implications of such a temm as “self-government”
that we are most liable to makes a fetish of it. Tt has often been asseried by ra-
tionalists that religion 1as been “the opium af the people”; howsver “hat may be,
it is quite certain tha: the modern shioboleths af “rzce,” “equality,” “Cemocracy,”
end notably, “progress,” zre the people’s drugs, and that they ave dzliberately ad-
ministcrec as sach by pelidcians and advertisers.

2 Specutwm, XIX {1944), 123

416

“SOCRATES IS OLD”

metaphysical” (denotation and implication, use aad meaning), but they
liave been “more and more empticd on their way down to s’

Moreover, to the extent that we have “ovcrsoceialized,” and do not
understand cne anather, we are “idiots"—etymolog:cally “peculiar indi-
v.duals,” and so peculiar as to be excluded from whole eontinents of the
normally human universe of discourse. Scientist and theologian, ruker
and consumer, philosopher and folk no longer understand one another:
and we talk of the “mysicrious East™ in 2 way thar would have beezi
impossidle in the Middle Ages. It somctimes seems that the 1more our
means of communication are improved and multiplied, the less are we
really able w understand one another, and thar the more we know of
less and less, the more impossible it becomes to understand vur own past.
It would be difficult to imagine = culture more provincial than is that of
the averzge educated man of roday.®

Se cur discussion leads us back to the “miracle of lunguage.™ The
very fzcts that we can communicate with one another, that we can trans-
lare from a_nothcr, even an ancient, language inta our own, and that the
human anc neninstinctive universe of discourse is s0 much more really
universal than is often supposed, call for an explanation.”’ Comrmunica-
ton implies a communicator and a communicant; if the latter under

18 Walter Andrae, Dic fonitche Sinle: Baz form oder Symbol ( Berlin 1233), p. 65
[c.t revicw of this book in Vol I of s editon—ep.]. . ) T
¥ There was a dme when al civilizations were sa much alize that a traveller
cou}..d feel at e wherever he went; Plato was befter nndersteod 5y Philo and
Tlotinus, Mersilio Ficino, and Peter Sterry thaa he can he hy any modern nominaliss
however learned; and “the greater rhe ignorance of madern times, the deeper gro*.x.:s,
the d‘c.iEkIIlCSS of the Middle Ages.” Archasologieal diccoveries and antaropological
uvesugaticns have done but little to widen our horizons, ma’rly because our cves
the. be.en blinded to heir meaning by our own belief in “progress” (ic., by the
application of evolutionary cencepts to culiure) and by the pathetic Eal:\acy’ {(whic
AUCIDUIES 1 primitive man our own aestheticism). ‘
% An expression used by Professor Urban. CE. also R. A. Wilson, The Birth of Lun-
E“Z.gf (Lm_idon, 2637); and E, Dacqué, Das verlorere Puradies {Munick, 10387,
I'he different hl‘_]r?lan cultures boing, as Alfred Teremas said, the dialects of
:‘:1 ef:;rl:-;lo tl-ne same sﬁnmal i_angulagc. Tis Idi-_uu_;s are recognizable evervwhere, alike
% TS anc in .C_classm.a. llttl’fltlll't’b‘. lﬁ’ltlwut knowlcdge of these idioms, 2
d}s:-:zlry of litt:l‘a_tL'[[’C is irazossille; without it we cannor distingnish between an in-
a::ll ;31 Pﬂozj s? I:_Fvcntla:ds and uui?trsal formlae, Pc_miccn Iz symbolicme quf cherche
ey I-f)’fi asme qul sair. In ‘words we must “distinguisk at least the subjective
ymbol of psychological association from the objective symbal of precise intellectual
Sm;anrr}g. Thc litier implies some knowledge of the devrrine of ‘su'ls_lcg}r” {‘-’Valtr:r
legeown’?g“;nd F’I’.c_lr:kf}1 Review, Angust 175, Igfm), which Philo ¢calls “the laws of al.
i ;‘3?. i JUJ':_Q'. _{nowl_edgc of the meaning of verbal or visual symbals a real
ry of ides is inconceivable.
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<tands the former, although in Lis own way, this implies the existence of
a something in common, and a pricri with respect to the parricular com-
munication. “I1 love you” will be meaningless if we liave ro prior concep-
ton of what it might be “to be lovecd™; in cther words, experience {Fr-
lebnis, Skr. anubhava) mus: have preceded recognition. It is true that
the content of “I love you” may rznge from the lowest levels of desire to
the highest of idenrity; but language is capable of conveying also shades
of meaning, and, for example, when RGmi says: “What is love? Thou
<halt know when thou becomest me,” it is obvious that he is not speaking
of love as desire.

Buar the difficully of understanding one another, oz of understanding
our own past, is greater now than it has ever been; our “science” knows of
“love” oaly as a chemical reaction, and the “quest of immortality, the
effort of men and women to master matter by spirit, is the chief intel-
Jectual preoccupetion cf the men and women outride the sphere of ‘civili-
zation’ today.”® Our universe of discourse has long becn undergeing
a process of contraction, mainly by an climination of values from the sym-
bois that onee implicd bath facts and values; and it is precisely this elimi-
nation of values from our minds rhar prevents us from understanding
the normal caltures in which the notion of value predominates. We can
ouly coramunicate with what remains of traditional civilizarions on the
level of a lowest common denominaror, for which the vocabulary of
“basic® Frglish will probably suffice. These is little or nething in a
modern Amcricen education to qualify a man for eonverse with a Tibetan
or Indian peasant—rot o menticn a scholar; all we can do together is
“aar, drink, and be 1nerry.”

It is, howcver, the fact that a mutual understanding is possible, the fact
thar even the most despatialized and detemporalized experiences, insofar
as they can he referred w by adequate symbols in any language, can also
L referred to in any other, the fact that there can never he laic a valid
claim to any property in ideas, that remains to be explained. The excesses
of evolurionism are past; the philologist no longer maintains that a non-
instinctive language capable of expressing idezs can have been develuped
from the cries of animals; there is an art of speaking, and the crying of
bahies and the gambolling of lambs is not an art, but instinctive.

What is the “muruality of minds,” or the “common good,” that makes

22 1 N, Chadwick, Doetry and Prophecy (Cambridge, 1942), D. 94 (italics tuine).
With the general thesis of this book, cf. Paul Radin, Primitive Man as Philosopher

{New York, 1927)-
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their “contact” possible? Some kind of transcendental, metempirical
explanation of the “rommon denominater” is inevitable. If 4 cermmon
expericnce can be shared by two “individual” minds, if both ean “recog-
nizc” the same object or idza, this can only mean that the minds in qu:s—
tion, say those of a Chinese and an American, are not so individually
and empirically distinct [romn one another as mighr have heen inferred
‘rorma the fzct of the spatial distinction of the Chinese and Arnerican
bodies, “in which” we think of them as functioning. If a mutual under-
sranding has been only partial, we can sh=ak of a like-mindedness; but to
the cxtent thar a complete understanding subsists, the notion of a kind
of unanimity, or oze-mindedness, is forced upon us. In mere than onc
sense, mind transcends hoth space and time. Another wzy of putting this
would be to say that truth is universal, and that only misunderstandings
of truths, or what amounts to the same, cnly untruths, arc peeuliar to in-
dividuals. .

The word “denominator” (in the expression “coiumon denominaror™)
is itsel: s:gnificant in this connection; for namiag implies understanding,
and the primzry meaning of the word “denominator” is thar of a “giver ;f
names.” To speak of the “common denowinator” is, then, as much as
to say Fhat it 1s *Adam,” the Man in us, and not this man So-and-se, that
recognizes and understands. In the Old Testament story we are‘ “old
that Adam named the animals; zud it is obvious that the Tarter had nat
r._hen, and .have not since, named themselves, The giving of names en-
Cows the factors of the passing show with a permanent existence in our
mental world; and our total experience is therefors ane of “name and
ipaiﬁar:tlnce" (Skr. namaréipa), not alonc of scnsation. The fac: tlla-.L

1S Ldve a permanen ing er : ]
our contemporziics. but ;lzer;?; Dinjii‘einti;‘;rqﬂﬂﬁimmc m',t o
been rransmitted, whether orally or in wlrit'm e is . _‘05‘? Woms ey
£ It 1s because our speech,

23 A s Lo
thusikh;:ligéleeir{;t}tﬁc-& h?a rcmar'kcd, “the golden period of Greek philosophy is
T it _elsp\.cthto this problesn b_\_‘ an sssumprion of the community
S ,c or:eccptuj‘ part a_f conlenl ;md_ it community of the rational per.
e meari-ng OESPZI}JI{g © L aud determinzd by i, while the varying indi-
diﬂ‘f‘l’ﬂﬂtiated‘ L;nmsriti;_lcu”w;r.c assumcdr o be derﬁr.miﬂed by the individually
1970, p. 83).,This is—- .a, bf}-lkbildl part oc conrer_r:i" (Cultugral Reality, Chicago,
e ;.s .mlu..l ;.5;_ to say Th.q.r meanings are objective and intrinsic
e thcir! Uk bL}l::‘){CC[I Ve and arbirrary fcr those “indepeadent” thinkers
TR e L;wr]; P_ ilosophies. Any rvsuse of words or visual symbols re-
mhmcation. A souatlfll- proper meanings and is useless for purposes of com-
S sy s Plato aslks: Why consicer the inferior philosogher:? That

a permanent meaning, however evanescent their enundiation, or the
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as the Rg Veds says, retains the signatures (lakemik) of the contempla-
rive “denominators” who first wedded speech to miad (manasé vicam
akrata, RV x1.2), withour which speech 1s a mere babbling (SB 1m.2.4.77).
So, as Jacob Bochme says, it is the Spirit that manifests and revzals itsell in
the scund with the voice; to hear and to understand are two different
things; we only understand one another when signatures and images are
entertained in common; and “by this we know tha all human properties
proczed [rom Onc; that they have only one ot and mother; otherwisc
cne man could not understand another in the sound . . . the inward
manifests itse’f in the sound of the woxd, for that is the mind’s nataral
knowledge of itsclf” (Stgrnatura rerum 11-5).

In specking, then, of a common derominator as the basis of all murnal
undersranding and possibility of argument or clarification, we are reler-
ring a0t to a lowes: but to a highest cornmon denominator; and, in fact,
sot 10 “oarselves” but to aur comrwn Sclf. the Sclf of all beings, the omnis-
cient fount of menory (MU vi, CU vi2b.1), and oaly seer, hearer, think-
er, speaker, and krower in us (BU 11523 and 8.11). The “common de-
nominator” is that one guf intus cordy docet and cx guo omne verut, 4
quocum que AiCarur proceeds; a merely famity likeness of minds, presumed
‘o be as distinct from one another as our bodies are, docs not sufhice for
unanimity. The possibility of muual uuderstanding presupposes a com-
mon experience, and more than aay single mind can ever have experi-
enced in a siagle lifctime. In other words, the fact of linguistic com-
rmunication, the possibility of what we call “lezrning,” presupposes the
Plasonic and Indian conceot of Recollection,™ that there is a herrer parl
of s that kaows alrcady whatever we seem 10 learn, but of which we
are in reality only reminded by the spoken word.

Common universes of discourse will correspond to those areas of this
laent kaowledge of which the parties involved are already conscious, and
under these circumstances discourse can be readily candueted even when
the language emploved is very technical or reduced to almost algebraic
terms; theclogian and theologian, or physicist and physicist, for example,

material an which taey are recorded, underlies the Indian, Islamic, and Christian
doctrine of the “erernity of Scripuure,” in which dectrine the date of promulgagon
ja, of couree, to be Aistingnished from e timc.cssness of the embodied meaning. It

is z form of the doctrine of immutable feleus,
2% Goe my “Recollection, lndian and Plazonic,” and “On the One and Oaly Trzns-

migrant” [ir. this volume—zo.].
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can uaderstand each other, though the layman overbearing may not have
urderstood a word that was said, and may go so far zs to call the, w
him, “loreign” language a gibberish. In other cascs, typically that of
master and student, the purpose is to ¢réafe 1 common universe of dis-
course by reminding the pupil of an arza of knowledge that he possesses
only potentially ard can only with effort, and the help of some external
“midwifcry” (as Socrates used toc put it), bring to life. It would be
theoreticclly possible for all men to understand one another perlecily,
and to be able to mzke themselves understood by anyvone; actually, h-:)v;r—
ever, I think T have made it clear thet it is, for me, only ir the most super-
ficial sense that individuals can be said to undersrand one another; it is
an almosr tritz observation to remark thar the more individual men are,
the less they have in common. When, then, we do understanc (or love)
one another, it is not so much these men, you and I, dist'nguished by
their “accidents,” that understand (or love) one ancther &s it is the Man
in us that understands (and loves) himself.

Professor Urban (p. 84) maintains that “the entire marvel of intelligible
communication can he understood only vn e basis of transcendzatal
presuppositions.” Explicitly, however, he does not mean by this to clam
for the Philosophia Perennis the status of a divine revelarinn; this tradi-
tional philosapay and the preeminencly intelligible language in which it
is expressed, notwithstanding that “therc is that in it which is timeless
and, ir principle, irrefuteble,” he calls a product of human rhonghr (p.
n8).

There is not so much divergence here as might appear; so much de-
pends upon what we mean by “human” and what by “thought.” I think
he would agree that it is not the sensitive outer man who hears the sounds,
but our intellectual or spiritual Inner Man that understands; and only
might nct agree that this Inner Man is the Person of an immanent deity
xvhqse throne is in heaven. T need not quarrel with i if Lie replies that
the ::ingdcrm of heaven is within you, but should only add, within and
without,

- Whar is important for the student of the history of language and the
interpreter of literature is his proposition that the implications of lan-
._guage are metaphysical; which will mean that the forms of words, like the
iconography of the other traditional arts, have not been arbitrurily de-
‘fermine.d, but rather “wellfornd” than “well-made.” If this is trus at all
ir m}m': have been true from the beginning. ’
We can, then, ask: By which men, amongst the others of a primitive
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cominity learning to speak inrelligibly, were the adequate symbols
“found”? The Kg Veda (x;51.1, cf. AV viL1.1), comparing them to men
whe winnow corn, calls them “contemplatives™ (Zhirdh, somzrimes more
loosely rendered by “wisemen™). In other words, the mantde “culture
herces” or “medicine men,” by whom the arts were given to men in
general, “saw” their useful inventions, and the meanings of these inven-
tons, at one and the same time, One can no more imaging that men in-
vented wheels ard then astributed meanings to them than that they in-
vented rituals and afterwards deduced from them the myths of which
rhe rituals are an enactment. That is only (0 say that in any creative art,
content (form, idea) and shape, intuition and cxpression, theery and
practice are inseparable; and that if it is otherwise in any mere labor,
suich as thar of a galley slave or faccery hand, this only means that the
theory has been forgotten by the laborer. And just as an industry without
art, such as is known only to “civilized” men, is brutality, so are the mod-
ern mater'alizarions af word meznings and rhe redicrion of visual sym-
bals {of which the refcrences were originally at the samc time physical
ard metaphysical) to the level of art forms to be appreciated only as
sesthetic and otherwise meaningless surfaces, sympromaric of a deviation
from tha: human nasure of which the intelligible languages ars a natural
funct.en. It is not without good reason that both Plato and Mencius
asserted :hat the misuse of words is the outward sign of a sickness of
the soul.

I, ‘ndeed, the implications of language are metaphysical, the traces of
this should appear ir language itselz. There are, in fact, many languages,
notably those of a hicratic guality, such as Greek or Sanskuiz, that seem
to have been made expressly with a view to the clear expression of meta-
physical ideas; nor can even the terms of “common current English” be
properly understood apart [rom their metaphysical presuppositions, our
word “naughry” and Skr. @se in this sense, tor exemple, implying the
assumption, ens ef bonum convertuntur. It is not at all so sure that arimi-
tive 1nan, the crestor of language, did not live mere by his ideas than
by facts; at any rate, it was by an application of his myth to the facts
that he expected to “control” them, and there can he na dovht that he
thouglit of nutues as evocations of the things named. An important cxam-
ple of the metaphysical bias inherent in language itzelf can be cited in the
fact thar in many of the oldesr vocabularies (and with survivals in mod-
ern languzges, where, however, the tendency is to give an cxclusively good
or bad meaning to such werds as “reward,” which are properly neutral)
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a single root su often embodies oppusite meanings; for exampole, in Egyp-
tian the sign “strong-weax” must be qualified by detarminants if we zre
to know which is meant, while in Sanskrit the same word can mean
either zero or plenum; one infers thar the movement of primitive logic is
pot abstractive from an obscrved mulaplicity but deductive from an
axlomatic unity.®

Again, macern scient'fic 2nd proletarian dialects tend to restrict the
rneanings of words o their merely denetative powers, while the more
expressive languages (which we only call more picturesque) can employ
the most ardina-y terms with extraordinary significance; a large part of
rhe technical language of theology, for =xample, is supported by the arts.
It is only, in fact, when the pelar balance of physical and metaphysical 1s
preserved in a languzge that the whole man, who dees not live by “bread
alone,” car communicuie more tha a fraction of his experience. We can
still say that a girl “angled for” a man and “hooks” him, but this is for
us only a rather cynical metaphor. We have forgotten that every tech-
nique had once also a spiritual significance; as we san observe il we
consicer ‘n this casc Mcister Eckhart’s “for love 15 like unte the fisher-
man’s hook,” and realize that he is using here, not a mere simile but
the idiom of a tradition that czn be recognized as wel’ in Marsilic Ficino,
in the Gospels (“fishers of men,” Matt. 4:19, Mark 117, Luke 5:10),
and in the words of Hafiz: “Fishliks in the sea behold me swimming,
till He with His Aonk my rescue maketh.” This will be all the more ap-
parent il we r=flect that “swimming in the sca” has also its technica) sig-
nificance, and that in this language the asherman’s “line” stancs for the
“thread-spirit” or chain cn which all things are srrung, and by which
the sular Deity “draws” all thicgs unto himself, a concept that can be

25 On the subject of verbal roots embraring contrary meznings, see Uazl Abel, Uher
den Gegensinn der Urswerte (Lelpzig, 1884) (zlso in his Sprachensrenschafilichen
Abhandlungen, Leipzig, 1885); B. Hemann, “Deutung und Bedeutung indischer
Terminclogie XIX Congr. Internaz. di Orientalistz; “Flurality, Polaricy and Unity
in Hindu Thought,” BSOS, IX, 10:5 1021; and “The Polerity of the Indefinite,”
TISCA, V (1937), a1-56; M., Tewles, “Telarity in the Rig-veda” Revew of Religion,
VI1 (15432), 115-133. As St. Thomezs Acquinas says, “cvervthing compesed of cor-
trarizs is necessarily cerrunble,” bur “tae principles of contraries are not thenr-
selves contrary,” “our knowledge of contcaries is a single knowledge,” and “there
fere our intellectnal Self must be incorruptible” (Swm. Theol. 114.8, 1756, and
1.80.1). Henee the concept chat the Wall of Paradise is made of contraries {Nicholas
of Cusa, De sistone Lef 1x), tha: of a liberation fram the pairs of opposites [Bhage-
vad G#a), and the worldwide symrhols {verbal and visual} of the Symplegades, or
Jaws of Dealy, betwzen which the traveller to the world of immortality must pass.
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traced in Euarepean literature (not to merton Babylonian, Islamic, In-
dien, and Chinese) from Homer to Blake® In the same way, the Caris-
rian can speak of the soul as following the “spoor” of her quarry, Chuist,
and in so saying is employing the hunting idiow that Plato uscs when
he speaks of being “on the tracks of truth” end that urderlies the Sanskrit
marga, “Way” (in the highest sense), from mrg, to “track.” One other
ilustration: our words “beam” (of wood, German DBuurm, tree) and
“beam” (shaft of lighr) are etyrologically identical, while Pali rukk%a,
tree, is a derivative ol ruc, to shire, and related to lax, light, as is Jux
itsell to ducus, grove; and it will be seen that here are implications that
reappear 1n the concept of a Branstock, Rubus Igneus and Burning Bush.
Linguistie studies have ofien been employed for ethnographical ournoses;
it is, [or example, inferred from existing vocabularies thar a people who
spoke a proto-Indo-Aryan language must have lived where the birch
grows. But through an investigation of the iconographies of words we
ca1 go much further than this to discover their fullest and, gererally
speaking, oldest conten; for these wards and phrases are a key not alonc
to the material cnlrure bur to the vision or thinking of the people who
iavented therm. We must also remember that words themselves are only
the images of things and acts, and that it is rhe latter that are the real
bearers of the connararions that the words communicate; o that when
we czn no longer trace the words “ree of life” in a preliterate cnlture,
but meet in prehistoric art, or “superstanding™ in 2 falk art, only with
visual representations, these are fully as valid as the written word would
have heen, and we can properly translare the visual symbol inta “our
own words.” As Edmund Pottier says, “d l'origine route représentation
graphique répond 2 une pensér concrite el précise; Sest véritablement une
derirure,” and we vught never to forget that the history of lizerature begins
long before letters.

Our point is; then, thet we are denying in advance all real possibility of
an vnderstandiny of the “history of litcrature” if we fail to read back inro
superstanding words and phrases (that we are disposed to think of as he
fancies or inventions of individual peets but are really so much more than
“one man deep”) Lacir full and original meapings. Ac T see it, our teach-
ing of litcrary history is a farce because we co nat know what it is “all
about” and treat the nniversal figures of thought as if they were only
inverted fgures of speech; so that if precise English is for the great

23 Most of the references will bz faund in Coomaraswamy, “The Iconography of
Diircr's ‘Knots” and Leonarde’s ‘Coneatenation,”” 1044.
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majority of our “literate” proletariat = dead language, it may be 25 much
because ol us in S_Jilt ol their “lil_cracy." Iu the presenl conuection, 1 say
that nothing but a familiarity with the supremely inteligible languag:e
of the tradirional philosophy, of which the various cultures are the dia-
lecrs, will make it clear that in such seutences as have been discussed
above, the meaning of the copulative “is” will depend entirely on awhat it
is hat is predicated of the subiect: there is one Socrates thar ages, and
another Self of Socrates thar is immartal, ene that becomes and another
that is. Paraphrasing Sophecles (Ocdipus Tyrannos $70), “A God in him
is great, he does not age.” “As he is in himself,” Socrates is a phenomenon.
“Ag he i3 in God,” he is an essence. Within these two sznrences, “is” has
different meanings: in the first casc that of “becoming,” in the second
that of “being.”




