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(ENTIRE BOOK) Aninquiry into what is distinctive in Christianity and into its claim to
finality.

Preface

If the conclusions of this study are accepted, the understanding of the nature and function of the
theological enterprise as awhole will be affected. In thisand in other ways this book constitutes
critical conversation with other current theologies.

Preface to the University Press of America Edition

Written in the sixties, this books was made available again in the nineties. Cobb confesses that
changes have come about in his thoughts of the linear view of human progress, the rise of
feminism and his critique of existentialism.

Chapter 1. Introduction

Since the breakdown of supernaturalism, the claims of Christianity to uniqueness and to finality
have continued, but they have required justification.

Chapter 2. The Psyche

A presentation of ontological and psychological ideas that underlie the descriptive treatments of
the several structures of existence.

Chapter 3. Primitive Existence
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The Structure of Christian Existence

A description of what distinguishes the structure of human existence in general from the structure
of subhuman animal existence in general.

Chapter 4. Civilized Existence

Civilization depends on and makes possible a high degree of rationalization of the reflective
consciousness. Prior to the rise of the great civilizations of antiquity, from the fourth millennium
before Christ on, rationality played a minor role in human life.

Chapter 5. Axial Existence

In the middle part of the millennium before Christ a new type of thinking arose, reflecting a new
type of existence, called by Karl Jaspers, "axial period," and what distinguished axial man was
the new role of rationality in the structure of his existence.

Chapter 6: Buddhist Existence

Gautama rejected the quest for atranscendent self, and he purified the reflective consciousness
from the last traces of mythical influence. This, he believed, also broke the power of the bond
that held the successive moments of experience together in the unity we have called the soul. In
the process, therefore, reason was vigorously active, but the goal of this activity was afinal
passivity of the reflective consciousness toward what is given in the unreflective consciousness.

Chapter 7. Homeric Existence

Homeric man distanced the world aesthetically and projected into that distance both the
numinous powers and his own motives and emotions. Insofar as he was conscious of himself, it
was of himself as he appeared in the public world.

Chapter 8. Socratic Existence

Socrates identified himself with his reason, now understood as active conscious thought based on
what is given by the unreflective consciousness and tested against it. The resultant bifurcation of
the soul passed through the reflective consciousness itself, recognizing the emotions as part of
that consciousness but regarding them as alien to the self.

Chapter 9: Prophetic Existence

Prophetic man accepted responsibility for the outcome of the conflict of forces within his soul,
thereby identifying himself with a center transcending reason and passion alike.

Chapter 10: Christian Existence

Among the Hebrews the mythical was ethicized and personalized so that the power of the sacred
remained overwhelmingly present. Responsibility for ones actions was recognized thus requiring
control over ones emotions and thought. So Christian existence is spiritual existence that
expressesitself in love. Spiritual existenceis explained as a structure of radical self-
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transcendence, and its power for both good and evil is emphasized.

Chapter 11: Love

For the Christian, love is the possibility of openness to the other as another and concern for him
as such. It is made possible by the gift of an undeserved love, and hence it cannot seek a
deserving object for its expression. The possibility of its occurrence consists in afreedom from
the sickness of self-preoccupation, and, hence, the prior relation of the other to the self cannot be
relevant.

Chapter 12: The Question of Finality

Socratic man identifies himself with his reason, which he recognizes as one e ement within his
psyche. Spiritual existenceis constituted by the emergence of an 1" that transcends reason and
passion and will aswell asitself. To incorporate such an "I" isimpossible without ceasing to
identify oneself with one’s reason, whereas the reason of Socratic man can be incorporated into
spiritual existence.

Appendix: Gnosticism

Gnosticism appears to have been abortive. It did succeed in extricating the self from its
identification with reason and will, and in this respect it went beyond Socratic and prophetic
existence. But it did so in such away as not to incorporate or fulfill Socratic and prophetic
existence but so as to negate them.
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Preface

Thisbook isan inquiry into what is distinctive in Christianity and into
its claim to finality. Christianity is viewed primarily as one structure of
existence among other such structures. The emergence of each structure
Is a historical phenomenon closely correlated in most instances with
particular beliefs.

The outcome of thisinquiry has sweeping implications for a number of
guestions. Some of its implications for the world mission of Christianity
are apparent. Itsimplications for the self-understanding of the church
and its ministry are important, although somewhat less clear. Equally
important are the implications for understanding the relation between
cognitive beliefs and the several structures of existence. If the
conclusions of the study are accepted, the understanding of the nature
and function of the theological enterprise as awhole will be affected. In
these and other ways the book constitutes critical conversation with
other current theologies.

However, it has seemed best to omit discussion of these implications.
Brief treatment would add little, and adequate treatment would require
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great expansion of the book. Similarly, | have omitted polemics and
have not even attempted to explain the similarities and differences of
my position in comparison with those of other theologians. Such
discussion also would have greatly complicated the exposition and
expanded the size of the book. | hope in the future to have opportunities
to develop some of the implications and to engage in discussion and
debate on relevant points with my colleagues.

During most of the preparation of this book, it was my intention to
include an explicit treatment of Christology. That the content is relevant
to this doctrine will, | hope, be apparent. But, in addition to the
historical work of Jesus, Christology must deal with his"person” in
terms of the mode of God's presence in him. This requires, on the one
hand, the use of philosophical categories such asthose | developed in A
Christian Natural Theology and, on the other hand, reflection on the
relation of the way God was present in Jesus to the way he is present
elsawhere. It must deal also with the relation of claims about God's
efficacy in history to the work of the historian. Inclusion of such issues
would have unduly extended the argument. Some indication of my
views on these questions can be found in my essays on "The Finality of
Christ in a Whiteheadian Perspective”( This was prepared as alecture
for the Third Oxford Institute on Methodist Theological Studies held in
July, 1965. Dr. Dow Kirkpatrick, the leader of the American delegation,
has edited a volume, The Finality of Christ [Abingdon Press, 1966] ,
containing al the lectures delivered at that conference. There is some
overlapping of the discussion of finality in Chapter Twelve of this book
with the content of the first section of that lecture. | am grateful for
Abingdon’ s permission to include in this book several paragraphs [see
n. 25] that are almost identical with paragraphsin the earlier essay. In
other respects my views on Christology have changed dlightly since the
time this lecture was given.) and "Ontology, History, and Christian
Faith." (Religionin Life, Spring, 1965.) A Christology aong these lines
ISmy next major project.

Methodologically, the content of the present book has much in common
with Christian natural theology asthat is characterized in my earlier
book. That is, it bears the clear imprint of my Christian perspectivein
Its perception, selection, and organization of the material. At the same
time, it seeks to be faithful to the material and to avoid special pleading
or any normative appeal to what Christians believe. Nevertheless, it
would stretch the meaning of "natural theology" too far to include this
kind of historical analysiswithin it. | conceive natural theology as the

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1122 (2 of 5) [2/4/03 8:33:34 PM]



The Structure of Christian Existence

area of overlap between philosophy and theology, whereas this book
deals chiefly with the area of overlap between history and theology.
Natural theology, while it need not be naturalistic, looks for its primary
data to nature -- to what is universal, recurrent, or widespread -- rather
than to the specifics of history.

Despite the many limitations | have imposed on the book, the project
remains an ambitious one, and | am painfully aware that my historical
knowledge is not adequate to it. That | have decided, nevertheless, to
pursue the task and to make public the judgments to which | have come
IS an expression of my conviction that this approach to the
understanding of Christian faith is a needed supplement and corrective
to those approaches that are currently dominant. It is my hope that the
numerous inadequacies (and perhaps also inaccuracies) of the
exposition will not prevent the book from contributing a useful
perspective on some of the critical problems of Christian theology.

| have used very little documentation. Thisis because much of the
material could be derived from many sources, whereas most of the
concepts that have determined the way this material is used are my own.
Where | have directly borrowed from one source, or am conscious of
special indebtedness, | have given the reference. This kind of
Indebtedness applies especially to Susanne Langer, Philosophy in a New
Key, and Heinrich Zimmer, Philosophies of India, on which | have
leaned heavily for portions of Chapters Three and Six respectively.
Also, the understanding of Gnosticism reflected in the Appendix is
largely dependent on Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion.

| want to make acknowledgment of another sort to those books which
have been landmarks in my thought on topics dealt with here, even
when in the end their influence on what is said may be only indirect.
The five books that now seem to me to have been most important in this
way are Reinhold Niebuhr, The Salf and the Dramas of History; Mircea
Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return; Erich Neumann, The Origins
and History of Consciousness; Rudolf Bultmann, Primitive Christianity
in its Contemporary Setting; and Karl Jaspers, The Origin and Goal of
History. | am conscious of alesser indebtednessto Gilbert Murray, The
Five Sages of Greek Religion; F. M. Cornford, From Religion to
Philosophy; Lewis Mum-ford, The Transformations of Man; Jean-Paul
Sartre, Being and Nothingness; Michael Polanyi, The Sudy of Man; H.
P. van Dusen, Spirit, Son and Father; Anders Nygren, Agape and Eros,
Edward Bullough, Aesthetics; Thorleif Boman, Hebrew Thought
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Compared with Greek; and additional books by Bultmann. Such alist
could be indefinitely expanded but with diminishing significance. The
influence of Whitehead' s philosophy is so pervasive on my thought that
the book as awhole might be called a Whiteheadian doctrine of man.
But Whitehead himself gave serious attention to but few of the topics
discussed.

The questions with which this book chiefly dealsfirst began to claim
major attention from me through my participation in the Institute of
Liberal Artsat Emory University and especially in the seminars on
classical Greece. | am indebted to several colleagues for stimulation, but
| want to single out Prof. Robert Scranton, now of the University of
Chicago, for special mention. Since coming to Claremont in 1958, |
have had the opportunity to work out my ideas from timeto timein
courses on the nature of man. Actual work toward the book began in
such aclass in the Spring Semester of 1965. | am indebted to all the
students who have encouraged me by their interest, but especially to
those on whom | inflicted the reading of some of the early manuscript
material.

During the year 1965 -- 1966, much of this material wasincluded in
somewhat different form in my lectures as Fulbright Visiting Professor
at the Johannes Gutenberg University in Mainz, Germany. In April and
May | gavethefirst series of Jaspers Lectures at Ripon Hall, near
Oxford, England. Portions of the material here offered wereincluded in
these lectures on "The Finality of Jesus and Jaspers Doctrine of the
Axia Period." Weekly during the summer session at Mainz, | met
informally with a group of instructors and advanced students. Much of
the content of this book was discussed at those sessions. | would like to
take this opportunity to express my appreciation to the Protestant
theological faculty at Mainz, as well asto the Fulbright Commission
and particularly to Prof. Wolfhart Pannenberg for making the year at
Mainz both possible and enjoyable; to the Jaspers L ectureship
Committee, the students at Ripon Hall, and especially to Principal W.
G. Falowsfor an experience | shall aways remember with special
pleasure; and to the members of the discussion group at Mainz and
particularly itsleader Dr. Traugott Koch for the sharp but always
generous criticisms | received.

Among my colleagues, Professors Donald Rhoades, Wolfhart
Pannenberg, and Hans Dieter Betz have read the manuscript in alate
stage of itswriting. All have helped me to improve it and have also
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made me more clearly aware than ever how much more improvement is
really needed. My student assistant, Mr. David Griffin, has been tireless
and perceptive both in criticism of details and in calling attention to
weaknesses in organization and lack of clarity in the argument. The
Index is hiswork. Mr. Dalton Baldwin also made some helpful
criticisms.

During the entire period in which | have been seriously reflecting on
these questions, the greatest personal influence on my thought has been
Prof. Thomas Altizer. The character of thisinfluenceis difficult to
describe, since the great difference in our views aswell asin our
temperament will be apparent to even the casual reader. But again and
again | have been jolted out of habits of mind too easily fallen into and
have had new vistas opened before me by his criticisms, his
suggestions, and his original work. Altizer also read the entire
manuscript in alate version and made many penetrating and valuable
comments. | have taken some of them into account and wish that | could
have coped more adequately with others.

In conclusion | want to express my gratitude to Dr. E. C. "Pomp"
Colwell, with whose work my professional life has been closely related
for twenty years at Chicago, at Emory, and in Claremont. Wherever he
goes, he creates a climate of mutual respect, freedom of thought, and
encouragement of study and writing, from which | have benefited
greatly. This book is dedicated to him.

School of Theology at Claremont
Claremont, California
J.B.C, JR.

16
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Prefaceto the University Press of
America Edition

| am grateful to the University Press of Americafor making this book
available again. It is a book into which | poured my most creative
energies during the mid-sixties. In attempting to locate Christian
existence in the history of the planet, it embodied daring speculation of
asort | would still like to encourage in myself and others. At the time |
wrote | thought | was breaking new ground that should point in new
directions for the development of Christian theology.

In one respect | was right. Christian theologians have increasingly come
to view their work in a global context that takes seriously the other great
religious traditions or Ways of humankind. Further, among these other
ways Buddhism has exercised for many, asfor me, a peculiar
fascination. | rejoice in these devel opments and see my book as still
having something to contribute to this discussion.

But other developments have occurred that have forced changesin the
perspective from which this book was written. In the mid-sixties |
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opposed a unilinear view of human progress, but | continued to trace in
the history of religions a progress from primitive, through archaic,
civilized, and axial forms. | saw that something was lost in each
transition, but emotionally for me the commitment was to what had
been gained. | was, at adeep level, a"supersessionist.”

Reflections forced on me by my awareness of the negativities of the
modern world has step by painful step led me to rethink all that. The
changes have not been as much at the descriptive as at the valuational
level, but these cannot be torn apart. | still believe that something was
gained through the transitions described, but | am now emotionally
aware of the enormous price that has been paid and the greatness of
what was sacrificed. | have been compelled, especially by Paul Shepard,
to a deep appreciation of primal existence and to the recognition that |
failed abysmally to do justice to this longest-lasting of all forms of
human existence. The image of the fall now seems profoundly pertinent
to the account of the shift from that existence to the archaic one, and
"civilized" no longer functions for me as aterm laden with positive
valuation.

A second great change since the mid-sixties has been the rise of
feminism. To re-read what | wrote before that movement had made its
impact hasits painful aspect. How utterly oblivious | was to gender
issues: | do not refer only to the unrelievedly masculine language of the
book. | refer also to the fact that the history it tracesis undoubtedly a
predominantly male one. Even today | would not know how to rewrite
the book to take into account the experience and existence of the other
half of the species, but | do know that what | have done has profound
limitations that did not even occur to me at the time | was writing.

The book isdated in athird way. It was addressed to atheological
community in which existentialism provided many of the most
influential categories. It was a critique of the way existential theology
shaped the discussion, a proposal of away beyond. But in the process of
proposing new directions, it entered deeply into the issues as defined by
existentialism. Thetitleitself bears witness to this move. Thisled to a
way of characterizing Christian existence that is far more individualistic
than my own deeper categories of thought then justified. It also led to
ignoring the nonhuman world. This abstraction of "existence" from the
relational matrix allowed me to highlight certain things that are
otherwise neglected, and hence | do not altogether regret this accent.
But | could not write that way today. Liberation theology and political
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theology have shifted our horizons in healthy ways completely
unanticipated by me as | wrote this book.

All this means that abook that, as | wrote it, seemed to have acertain
comprehensiveness, now appears narrow in its definition of the issues
and its way of treating them. Of that change | am glad, since it means
that | have grown. But | do not repudiate the book. What | saw thenin
limited and partly distorted form was therein reality to be seen. Itisa
part of what has happened in human history that has not yet been
integrated into the ongoing discussion. It needs to be noticed and
acknowledged while it awaits the time that can includeit in alarger,
conscientized whole.

School of Theology at Claremont, California
J. B.C.,.JR.

16
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Thus far, the major efforts to understand the distinctiveness and the
finality of Christianity have been those made in that great movement of
Christian thought in Germany, which we call nineteenth-century
theology. Hegel, Schlelermacher, and Troeltsch represent its highest
achievements with respect to our present concerns. Nevertheless, they
provide usrelatively little help today. Hegel and Schleiermacher did not
sense the full seriousness of the claims of other religions, especially
those of India, to rival and replace Christianity, and they treated them
instead as stagesin asingle line of progress leading to Christianity.
Although Troeltsch saw in his Die Absolutheit des Christentums (1901)
that one could not treat these religionsin this hierarchical way, he aso
so described the religions of Indiaasto imply aclear inferiority. Later
he realized that, on the one hand, he had done them a serious injustice,
and that, on the other hand, every form of Christianity is no less closely
bound to the particularities of culture than are these other religions.
Thereupon, in his limitless openness and honesty, he retreated from his
earlier claims and affirmed fundamental equality of the several higher
religions, regarding each as indissolubly bound to its own culture.(Ernst
Troeltsch, Christian Thought: Its History and Application [Meridian
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Books, Inc., 1957], pp. 51-52.) By that time the powerful Barthian
proclamation was turning the energies of the theologians away from the
guestion, empirically, historically, and philosophically formulated, as to
the uniqueness and finality of Christianity. Today, with the decline of
neo-orthodoxy, the question arises again with even greater force and
urgency.

Two other criticisms must be directed against the nineteenth-century
quest in addition to that of its self-acknowledged failure. First, the
guestion of the distinctive essence of Christianity was subordinated to
that of its superiority to other religions in such away that the former
guestion was inadequately treated. To determine the distinctive essence
of Christianity, we should hold initially in abeyance the question of its
relative value or excellence. Only when each religion is understood in
its own unigueness can questions of relative value be honestly treated.

Second, all three men closely identified religion with God’ s mode of
presencein history, and al three saw their task as that of comparing
Christianity with other religions. But Troeltsch’s assumption that "we
cannot live without religion” (Ibid., p. 25.) isno longer ours. The
Importance of religion isjust as problematic for us as the importance of
Christianity. We must understand Christianity in relation to the several
forms of secularism just as much asin relation to world religions.
Furthermore, in considering what we are accustomed to call religions,
we have come to recognize that "God" may not be involved at all. The
choice between theism and atheism is a different choice from that
between religion and secularism. In this situation, the problem of
understanding the distinctiveness of Christianity must be approached
quite differently.

One approach, not infrequently adopted, isin the realm of ideas. Every
competitor with Christianity for man’s loyalty assumes the form of a
system of beliefs, positive and negative. We can compare Christian
beliefs about man, the world, God, origin, and destiny with those of
scientific humanism and Marxism as well as with those of Buddhism
and Confucianism. Thisis undoubtedly important and valid. If beliefs
essential to aposition are false, or if in comparison with other beliefs
they are exposed as clearly inadequate, then the position as such is
rendered impossible, whatever advantages it may seem otherwise to
have.

Nevertheless, the study of comparative doctrine will not take usfar. In
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the first place, the diversity of beliefs among Christiansis vast, and
when we ask theologians to tell us which of these beliefs are of supreme
Importance, the diversity is not decreased. Beliefs that some regard as
essential others hold to be incredible. In other religions asimilar
diversity isto be found. In a comparative study of beliefs, oneis
ultimately reduced to comparing individual spokesmen for the severa
movements.

In the second place, most Christians agree that what is essentially
important lies degper than assent to doctrine. The relation of intellectual
assent to these other dimensions of Christianity is not one of perfect
correlation. Few would claim that right belief guarantees aloving
relation to one’s neighbor or that all persons who err in their beliefs are
inferior in love. The accurate formulation of the relation of beliefs to
more ultimate aspects of Christianity will be possible only when we
treat these more ultimate aspects directly and see how they are, in fact,
informed by beliefs.

In the third place, some Christian doctrinesin most formulations refer to
real changes effected in real people. This segment of Christian belief
can only be discussed in relation to what has, in fact, taken place. It can
be argued that the truth and validity of ideas are in no way measured by
thelir results, but few of us would remain Christian today if we were
convinced that the consequences of Christian belief were consistently
destructive of personality and society.

For these and other reasons (including the fact that | have dealt and
intend further to deal with problems of belief in other contexts) , |
propose that we regject both religion and ideas as the primary context or
vehicle for the investigation of the distinctive essence of Christianity
and employ, instead, the category of "structures of existence." It ismy
conviction that Christianity brought into being a structure of existence
different from those of Judaism and of Greek humanism as well as from
that of such Eastern religions as Buddhism. It is my project in this book
to show that thisis so and to describe this distinctive structure of
existence in itsrelation to the others.

To claim that Christianity embodies a distinctive structure of existence
does not involve the claim that this structure of existence is better or
worse than other structures. | am convinced there isreal diversity in the
world -- that Buddhist existence is profoundly different from Socratic
existence, and that prophetic existence is different from both. The claim
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that Christian existence also is different from all the othersis a denial
that it issimply a subdivision of one of them, such as the prophetic, and
it affirms the importance of choosing between Christianity and other
alternatives. The last chapter deals with the comparison and relative
valuation of the several structures of existence, but thisis preceded by
an attempt to understand each structure as a peculiar and, in its own
terms, ideal embodiment of human possibility. The question of
comparative value cannot be appropriately treated until the radicality of
the diversity is fully recognized.

The meaning of the expression "structure of existence," which plays
such an important role in this entire approach, will hopefully become
progressively clearer to the reader as he proceeds. However, some
advance explanation is needed. The term "existence" is taken from
existentialism, although in part the treatment here will differ.
"Existence” refersto what a subject isin and for himself in his
givenness to himself. But attention should not be concentrated
exclusively on consciousness. Indeed, the interplay of conscious and
unconscious el ements within existence is one important factor
differentiating the several structures of existence.

Existentialists seem typically to assume that the possibilities for man,
the possible structures of existence, are and have always been fixed.
They analyze with great sensitivity the different modes of existence that
are chosen, especially in man’s innumerable attempts to evade a full and
responsible acceptance of his situation. But they appear to think that just
this range of modes of existence is that within which man as man has
always operated.

Insofar asthisisimplied, | disagree. The existentialists are describing
the several modes of existence among which modern man chooses, but
the possibility of choosing among just these modesisitself the product
of a history. The range of modes of existence available to primitive
man, for example, was different. To designate this more radical kind of
difference, | use the phrase "structure of existence."

The conviction that there is adiversity of structures of existence as well
asadiversity of modes of existence within each structureis partly a
function of reflection on human differences and partly a function of a
priori considerations. The validity of the results of the reflection can be
supported only by the book as awhole, but the structure of the book and
of the argument can only be understood in the light of the a priori
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considerations as well.

The assumption is that man has really evolved from subhuman animal
forms. His evolution involved the subjective side of life aswell asthe
objective; that is, negatively, we are not to think of great inexplicable
gaps in the forms of subjective existence any more than in the forms of
biological organisms. It is quite incredible that the structure of existence
described by Heidegger in Being and Time appeared suddenly in the
world, directly superseding an apelike existence. If the evidence
required us to assume that the earliest beings we call human did in fact
embody this structure of existence, then we would have to posit
exceedingly high levels of mentality in our prehuman ancestors,
assuming that for hundreds of thousands of years they must have far
more closely approximated our contemporary existence than does any
now existing nonhuman member of the simian family.

However, such evidence as we have pointsin a quite different direction.
It seems highly probable that as recently as ten thousand years ago the
structure of man’s existence was still quite different from ours. Hence, it
can be assumed that after biological evolution had long ceased to have
Importance, new structures of existence continued to develop in man.

The purpose of this book isto identify and appraise that structure of
existence which came into being in and with Christianity., To
understand such a phenomenon and to gain the perspective necessary
for its appraisal, we must understand how it arose and how it has been
related to other such phenomena. Hence, an evolutionary-historical
approach is required. This does not mean that the later is necessarily
superior to the earlier, or that historical triumph guarantees truth or
rightness. But it does mean that understanding of the way in which one
movement arises out of another and interacts with othersis an important
factor in determining responsible judgments about it.(Readers impatient
with methodological and other preliminary considerations may wish to
proceed directly to Chapter Three. However, they should not expect a
full understanding of all categories there employed.)

The bulk of this book is an attempt to describe the emergence of new
structures of existence, including the Christian one. Such an attempt is
possible only by a process of highly selective generalization,
simplification, and abstraction. My hope in offering the book is that the
abstractions will prove fruitful beyond their particular application here.
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The necessity for abstraction and simplification is readily apparent. In
my view, only individuals are actual, and for our purposes that means
that the final real entities with which we are dealing are momentary
embodiments of human existence. These are virtually infinite in
number, and no two have ever been quite alike. To speak usefully of
modes of existence, however, we cannot refer to these endless
variations. We must group them together in types or classes. But to do
SO means to impose an order upon them, and the type of order imposed
depends upon the categories employed.

For example, one can classify such moments of existence according to
their emotional content, and then one must make the further choice asto
what classification of emotions he will employ. Or he can classify
according to the ways in which reason and emotion interact, or the ways
in which one entity takes account of other entities, or the extent to
which it is self-determining. No one classification is true or false -- only
better or worse for certain purposes.

| am, furthermore, making a distinction between modes of existence and
structures of existence. This distinction, too, is asimplification. No
sharp line can be drawn between diversities of mode and diversities of
structure. The choice of modes within a structure affects in time the
structure as well. Furthermore, the greater inclusiveness of astructureis
purchased at the price of still greater abstractness.

Because of this element of arbitrariness, it isimportant to make my
assumptions explicit. These are that the major religions and cultures of
mankind embody different structures of existence, and that thisisthe
deepest and most illuminating way to view their differences. If thisis
correct, then the distinctive essence of Christianity can best be seen in
terms of the structure of Christian existence, and it can best be
compared with other claimants for our allegiance at this level.

Two additional methodological questions should be mentioned. First, in
describing a structure of existence, one must distinguish between the
self-understanding of those who participate in it and our understanding
of it. The latter playsthe primary role in this book. However, our
understanding must be derived from investigation of the self-
understanding and must illumineit. Also, the development of the
structures themsel ves was dependent on particular self-understandings.
Especially when the self-understanding was a reflective one, any
understanding on our part should take it with utmost seriousness as we
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attempt to describe the structure of existence that it brings to expression.

Second, there is an acute terminological problem that is complicated by
the interconnection of self-understanding and present explanation. To
compare the several structures of existence with each other, itis
necessary to employ terms foreign to the self-understanding of some of
them and even to use terms employed by them in ways not identical
with their own usage. Thiswould not be so problematic were it not for
the fact that these terms aso lack clear definition in our normal modern
usage. Hence, in some instances terms are used in ways, hopefully made
clear in the contexts, that are alien to the self-understanding of those to
whom they are applied and also highly specialized in relation to
ordinary usage today.

For example, the idea of "a person” is, on the one hand, strange to the
Old Testament and, on the other hand, often indistinguishabl e today
from that of "a human being." Despite this fact, | have employed it to
refer to a particular kind of existence that emerged for the first timein
Israel. The justification is that no other word seems better to designate
this structure of existence and that those aspects of humanness, which
are especially brought into focus for us by the idea of personhood,
received their decisive embodiment first in Isragl. In other senses, of
course, primitives, Indians, and Greeks were "persons,” too. The
Situation is similar with respect to my treatment of "mythical,"
"reflective,” "rational," "reason," "will," "responsibility," "the sense of
ought,” "self-transcendence,” "spirit," and many other terms.

In the development of our present-day structure of existence out of those
of prehuman animal existence, there were no drastic discontinuities. On
the other hand, this book attempts to define clearly differentiated
structures, some of which have succeeded others. Such succession
implies discontinuity. But there need be no contradiction between the
affirmations of continuity and discontinuity, and indeed both are
affirmed in any intelligent theory of evolution or development. This can
be easily shown.

One of the major obstacles to early acceptance of evolutionary theory in
biology was the empirical fact of relatively fixed species. The discovery
that there were far more species than originally supposed and that these
shaded off into one another helped to overcome this objection.
Nevertheless, biologists still think in terms of species and differentiate
between the range of variety to be found within a given species and the
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differences that distinguish one species from another. This
differentiation is not absolute, and it has arbitrary elementsin its
application, but it points to the fact that, through a process of gradual
change, forms emerge which constitute something new, and which then
have the capacity to perpetuate themselves indefinitely.

The process of the development of new structures of existence shares
this balance of continuity and discontinuity, but it must be described
differently. The new structure arises by the increase or heightening of
some element or elementsin the old structure. Such intensification may
be very gradual, and it may be impossible to say at exactly what point
the boundaries of the old structure are broken. Nevertheless, the relative
strengthening of some element in the old can intheend lead to a
regrouping of all the elements, bringing about, a quite new range of
possibilities for further development. The new structure is discontinuous
with the old, although the process by which it came into being was
continuous. This emergence of discontinuity within a continuous
process will be called the crossing of athreshold.

Chapter Two turns from these general introductory reflectionsto a
presentation of ontological and psychological ideas that underlie the
descriptive treatments of the several structures of existence. Some
aspects of the ontology are more fully and technically developed in
Chapter 11 of A Christian Natural Theology. Although the categories of
Whitehead' s philosophy are constantly formative of the thought in this
book as well, explicit use of histerminology is reduced to a minimum.
This book should be generally intelligible apart from familiarity with
Whitehead' s philosophy, although a student of Whitehead will have a
more precise understanding of the meaning at many points.

Even the psychological analysisisinfluenced by Whitehead, but it deals
for the most part with problems he left untreated. | have not adopted any
one psychology but have given my own order and definition to ideas
that have become a part of lay psychology generaly. The analysis has
grown up in interaction with its application in distinguishing the several
structures of existence. Hence, it in no way seeks completeness. It
avoids those controversial issues, atreatment of which is not required
by the argument, and it deals at length only with questions that become
important in the application.

The basic application is made in Chapters Three through Ten. The
question here is that of the choice of topics. Where in human

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1124 (8 of 11) [2/4/03 8:33:49 PM]



The Structure of Christian Existence

development are the great thresholds crossed? The actual course of the
development of new forms of existence isinconceivably complex, and
every account, even the most detailed, is a high abstraction. In this case,
where selected structural unities are sought behind the exceedingly
diverse details, the abstraction is still more extreme. A brief explanation
of the basis of selection and the organization of the material is needed.

First, and least controversial, is the judgment that with the rise of man a
major threshold was crossed, not only biologically but also existentially
or psychically. To understand that threshold, and thus our common
heritage as men, we must form some notion of animal existence as well,
so that both the continuity and the discontinuity can be understood.

Second, there was a mgjor new beginning in human affairsin the fourth
millennium before Christ. Thisis often called the rise of civilization.
The way was paved for this development by the earlier rise of the
Neolithic village. It is reasonable to suppose that parallel with these new
developments in society there was al so the emergence of a new structure
of existence, a structure that distinguishes civilized man from his
primitive ancestors.

Third, there is great value in Karl Jaspers' idea of an axial period.(Cf.
The Origin and Goal of History [Yae University Press, 1953] pp. 1-21.
See aso the similar point made by Lewis Mumford, The Transfor mation
of Man [Harper & Brothers, 1956] Ch. 1V.) Although a number of
features of Jaspers presentation are highly dubious, significantly similar
developments in human existence did occur in the first millennium
before Christ independently in China, India, Persia, Palestine, and
Greece. Thisfact is of extraordinary importance for our total
understanding of the history that has formed us. However, there was
profound diversity among these cultures as well as similarity. It is more
illuminating to speak of aplurality of structures of existence that
proceeded to develop side by side -- as well asto interact -- rather than
to speak of asingle new structure of existence expressing itself in
several forms. Furthermore, in Greece and Pal estine there were further
developments leading to the rise of still additional structures. The sharp
distinction of Homeric and Socratic structures within the great diversity
of modes of existence in Greeceis agross, but hopefully helpful,
simplification. Much the same must be said of the parallel distinction of
prophetic and Christian existence.

In addition to an account of what is common to the axial cultures,
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compl eteness would demand separate treatment of each of them as well
as of the new structures to which their further development gave rise.
However, since that is not practical, and since the major concernisto
identify what is distinctive in Christianity, the discussion is chiefly
focused on Greece and Israel. To broaden the range and indicate more
sharply by contrast the peculiarities of both the Greek and the
Palestinian developments, a brief treatment of Indiais included, with
special reference to Buddhism. Among all the ancient traditions,
Buddhism is Christianity’ s most serious competitor for modern man’s
attention and loyalty.

In the discussion of each culture, the majority of the space is devoted to
a selective account of the beliefs and orientation of man in that culture.
The selectivity isin terms of the purpose of highlighting that which
expresses most clearly the peculiar structure of existence embodied in
that culture. Some attempt is made to show how each culture arose by
an accentuation of some element in its background and by a
restructuring of existence around a new center. In concluding each
chapter, | attempt to describe more directly the structure of existence as
such.

The treatment of Christian existence, with which this series concludes,
Is somewhat longer than the others. Furthermore, it is supplemented by
a separate chapter on love, which attempts to clarify the distinctiveness
of Christian existence by comparative treatment of this essential element
init.

Although the selection and organization of the material throughout
reflects the special interest in illuminating Christian existence and is
undoubtedly influenced by its Christian perspective, the attempt in
Chapters Three through Ten is to describe each structure of existence as
objectively as possible. In Chapter Twelve attention is focused on
comparison and relative evaluation as a means of justifying the
Christian claim to finality.

Chapter Twelve introduces but does not discuss the important question
of the emergence of new modes of existence in the centuries since the
rise of Christian existence. The analysis of Western civilization in these
terms would be fruitful, but it is not undertaken here. Concluding the
study with Christian existence implies the judgment that despite the
great variety of modes of existence that have appeared, and despite the
great distance that separates us from primitive Christianity, asingle
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structure is expressed in the whole of Christian history. However, we
may have arrived at the end of the period for which such a designation
Is appropriate and for which such ajudgment can be defended. An
appraisal of the present situation with its many conflicting tendencies
should be facilitated by the categories and the perspective developed in
this book, but the task remains to be performed. In its absence, the
implications of this study for our future must remain undevel oped.

16
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Chapter 2. The Psyche

There is such athing as "conscious experience" or "awareness." | shall
use the two expressions interchangeably. In one way or another al of us
must begin with this, yet just for thisreason it is impossible to define
our terms. Both "conscious' and "experience" as primitive concepts
cannot be explained by simpler terms and, as referring to the unique,
cannot be classified as special cases under broader headings -- as
species under a known genus. The substitution of "awareness' does not
alter this situation. However, this does not mean that nothing can be
said to clarify and render more precise the particular way in which one
chooses to use these terms, for here one finds real and significant
variety. Thisvariety isto be understood chiefly as arange of limits
around a common center. When | direct focused attention on an object,
aperson, or an idea, seeking, thereby, an answer to a clearly formulated
guestion, everyoneis likely to agree that | am consciously experiencing
that entity. Most of us would agree that conscious experience occurs
also without such dearly focused interest, but just how far to extend the
term is a matter of reasonable disagreement.

For example, one may feel adull discomfort and yet ignore it; that is,
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one may turn attention elsewhere and proceed to think and act almost as
if that discomfort were not there. Is the feeling at such times conscious?
It is present to consciousness, we will suppose, in such away that it is
constantly making some claim to attention. If the other and temporarily
dominant interest wanes, it will once again move into the center of
attention. At such atime, one will recognize that the discomfort has
been there all along. But in the meantime, while attention is directed
away from this discomfort, should we call the continuing feeling
conscious or not?

Or again, to take a very different question, what about dreams? Are they
apart of conscious experience? Here the issue is not one of attention vs.
Inattention as a criterion of consciousness. There is no lack of attention
to the subject matter of avivid dream. The distinction here isthe
relation of the subject to his environment. " Conscious experience” is
often limited to the type of awareness we have of the environment when
we are awake and sober. But on such points ordinary usage is
inconsistent, and the careful thinker must impose, more or less
arbitrarily, his own consistent usage.

In this book "conscious experience” will be used as inclusively as
possible. By this usage, "awareness at any moment is broader than the
focus of attention, and dreams are also a mode of "conscious
experience." The first inclusion indicates that there are degrees of
consciousness shading off into unconsciousness. Oneis more or less
conscious of certain stimuli. The second indicates that there are
different types of consciousness of equal vividness. Actually, this
distinction between degrees and types of consciousnessis itself
oversmple. Thereis an endless variety of modes of awareness shading
off into one another and into total nonawareness. Dream-consciousness
Isvery different from ordinary waking-consciousness of the
environment, but there are also experiences of many sorts that lie on the
boundary between them. Nevertheless, classifications are necessary, and
one useful distinction must now be made because of itsimportance for
the analysisin the following chapters. This distinction is between
conscious experience as significantly organized and conscious
experience lacking such organization. The presupposition here is that
although al consciousness depends on some organization of its
contents, an organization that may be provided by the sense organs and
related cerebral structures, this organization need not always be
meaningful or significant. Examples and further comment may serve to
make this assumption plausible and to explain the distinction.
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| begin with an actual recent experience. | wasriding in atrain absorbed
inanovel. My wife spoke to me, stating that we were near our
destination. For afew seconds | continued reading, undisturbed by what
she had said. Then, suddenly, her words "sank in" and | hurriedly
prepared to get off the train. At the moment that her words sank in, |
realized that | had heard them several seconds earlier.

| regard the earlier hearing as a mode of awareness. That is, the sounds
she uttered impinged upon my consciousness although my attention was
directed el sewhere. Through the following moments, | remembered
what | had heard, and finally their meaning registered in consciousness
in such away as to be recognized as requiring action. Now | am raising
the question as to the status of these sounds in the seconds before their
meaning sank in. There are two possible interpretations. One is that they
carried their meaning with them from the beginning, but that this
meaning failed at first to gain my attention. Thisis possible, and the
experience would then not serve to illustrate the distinction between
significantly organized experience and that which is not so organized.
However, thisis not the way it seemed to me at the time. It seemed,
rather, that my original awareness was of sounds unassociated with
meanings, and that when a few seconds later the memory of the sounds
evoked their meaning, my attention was instantaneously redirected. If
so, then we have an instance of awareness prior to significant
organization. Thistype of awareness | will call "receptive" to indicate
the absence of the psychic activity of meaningful ordering.

Clear examples of such receptive awareness in normal adult human
experience are hard to find, for we cannot question our experience as to
its contents without using signs. Nevertheless, such experience plays a
large role. For example, we are somehow aware of everything in our
field of vision, although our attention is much more narrowly focused.
The focusing of attention is closely associated with significance, and
much of what is not attended to in the visual field is also significantly
ordered. Still, much of what isvisually presented occurs smply as
sensuously given and as otherwise quite meaningless. Novel significant
organization is organization of such data, and if the data were not
aready there in experience, such a process could not occur. Also, itis
possible to cultivate an awareness, even an attentive awareness, of these
data that is free from such organization. Husseri’ s phenomenol ogical
method can be interpreted in these terms as can part of the technique of
Zen Buddhism. All of thiswould be impossible if awareness were
limited to what is significantly ordered. That even attentive awareness
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does not presuppose such organization is indicated also by the response
to a sudden loud noise. Such a noise forcesitself into the center of
attention and evokes certain emotional responses before any meaning is
attached to it, before it isperceived even asa™ loud noise." That thisis
so seems clear to introspection and is further substantiated by the
behavior of babies. The experience of babies is another indication of the
fact and importance of awareness that is not significantly organized and
of its separability from the question of attention. Infants attend to novel
stimuli in their environment before they can deal significantly with
them.

The evidence indicates that in the growth of conscious experience mere
awareness is prior and primordial. In man the process of symbolization
so transforms the whol e that this prior and primordial experience
recedes to the fringes of awareness and is only rarely and with difficulty
brought to attention. However, both in the understanding of the relation
of man to the subhuman and in the understanding of differences among
structures of human existence, the distinction of significantly organized
and receptive awareness plays an important role.

In the description of receptive awareness, the nature of significantly
organized awareness has been indicated by contrast. In this awareness,
elements of the environment, or the past, are perceived in terms of their
relation to other entities, past, present, and future, or of their relevance
to the experient subject. Thisrelation or relevance is not a subsequent
Interpretation of datathat are first passively received, but is, rather, the
mode of initial conscious reception.

Conscious experience, then, includes both a diffuse receptive element
and a significantly organized one. This latter can be subdivided
according to the types of meaning it employs, and to this subject we will
return in Chapter Three. First, however, it isimportant to broaden our
understanding of experience by turning to its unconscious dimensions.

The vast mgjority of human experience is unconscious. This statement
may seem extreme in view of the inclusiveness of the understanding of
consciousness proposed above, but there is ample evidence for itstruth.
Such evidence is provided by the depth psychologistsin their effortsto
explain otherwise unintelligible aspects of conscious experience and
behavior. But long before the time of Freud, and with no reference to
pathology, the fact was fully recognized.(Cf., e.g., Lancelot Law
Whyte, The Unconscious Before Freud [Doubleday & Company, Inc.,
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1962.]) The primacy of unconscious activity can be seen even in
reference to the most conscious of mental activities, such as visual
experience of the environment and rational thought.

Physical and physiological science shows us something of the process
that eventuates in conscious vision. It begins with the emission or
reflection of light by objectsin the external world. Light waves or
particles reach the human eye where they are not merely passively but
also actively received and translated into nervous impul ses transmitted
to the occipital lobe of the brain. These nerve impul ses activate sel ected
cellsin this part of the brain.

Thus far the process is not one of the unconscious dimensions of human
experience but of external and bodily events. At this point, however, the
chain of bodily eventsis at an end, and we must consider the relation of
the numerous cellular eventsin the brain to our conscious visua
experience. The chasm between these is avast one. On the one hand, we
have a plurality of physical eventslocated inside the brain. On the other
hand, we have a unified conscious field of vision located in the outside
world. There must be extensive intermediate activity linking these two.
Furthermore, much of this activity must have the kind of unity and
creativity characteristic of conscious experience. Y et in such experience
we have no glimmer of awareness of this activity. We can be awarein a
general way of therole of our eyesin mediating visual experience, but
we have no awareness of the work of the brain or of the process by
which itswork is translated into our conscious experience. We are
forced to recognize that even the most passive of visual experiences are
the result of vast unconscious activity.

The situation with respect to thought is similar. ‘“When | am working
out an argument such as thisone, | am consciously thinking. Indeed,
when compared with my situation at most times, thisis an extreme case
of conscious effort and control. Nevertheless, most of what takes place
IS UNCONSCi OUS,

For example, consider the use of words apart from which | would be
quite unable to deal with the abstractions that are my stock-in-trade. At
any given moment | am conscious of only avery few words, namely,
those which at that moment | am using or about to use. Even if we
suppose that the remainder of my vocabulary is somehow stored in my
brain, | must confess that | have no conscious power to locate in my
brain the words | desire and to bring them out. The words "come to me"
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more or less appropriately, more or less asthey are needed. Theway in
which they come in one moment is influenced by vaguely conscious
intentions and purposes of the preceding moment, but these intentions
seem only to trigger processes that remain unconscious. If | am aware
that thereisaword that | want but that word does not come to me, | can
conscioudly try various devices to facilitate its coming, but when and if
it comes, it is supplied to consciousness by a process not itself
CONSCious.

It is equally clear that the process of arriving at new ideas in terms of
new conjunctions of wordsis chiefly unconscious. The idea, like the
word, comes to consciousness and grows in Consciousness by a process
itself not consciously controlled. A person can consciously orient his
attention in such away asto facilitate this process or channel it. | am
consciously aware of the results of these unconscious processes of
thought as | am of the words that such processes also supply. But | am
not conscious of the processes themselves.

The point at which consciousness plays its most autonomous roleisin
the judgment of the results of such processes. | can consciously consider
the consistency and adequacy of the ideas proffered to me by my
unconscious thought or by that of others. Logical and methodological
reflection expresses the greatest independence that consciousness can
achieve in thought. Y et even here the priority of the unconscious
processes must be acknowledged. The conscious judgment that a certain
argument or a certain type of argument isinvalid isfirst the product of
unconscious thought. Conscious reflection starts with such judgments
and organizes them in relation to one another. It makes possible their
extension to many cases where unconscious thought alone offers no
conclusion. But it cannot ultimately explain its own activity.

| have intentionally chosen as examples those areas in which
CONSCIoUSNEess seems most autonomous to show that even there the
conscious element is profoundly influenced by unconscious processes
rather than being a self-contained entity or function. In other aspects of
our experience, thisistoday less controversial. Few today would argue
that the emotions of which we are conscious exhaust our emotional life
or can be explained without reference to the ebb and flow of
unconscious feeling.

Since no psychic activity isfully conscious, and all are dependent on
unconscious functioning, the term "conscious activity" or "process’ is
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misleading. Nevertheless, there is a distinction to be made, and this term
isneeded in order to make it. There are unconscious activities and
processes that are but little affected by the forms and relations given to
consciousness by the outside world. These are governed by aims at
meaning and value that are often little oriented to the practical
adaptation of the organism or the psyche to its environment. The results
of these processes may or may not reach consciousness, in dreamsor in
waking life, but in either case they can be conveniently described as
unconscious in their fundamental character. Alongside these are other
psychic activities geared to man’ s conscious interaction with his
environment and subject to a considerable measure of direction and
control from the side of consciousness. These may conveniently be
described as conscious despite the large unconscious component.

There are still those who reject the use of the term "experience” in any
way more inclusive than conscious experience, and we must agree that
the term derivesits central connotation from such awareness. However,
thereis hardly an alternative to its extension. WWhen we take conscious
experience as our basis for understanding what experience is, we think
of receiving and responding to stimuli from the body and the
environment, of emotion, purpose, and thought, of the significant
organization of data and the influencing of action. But al of thiswe
must attribute also to the unconscious. All that islacking is
consciousness! We could, perhaps, create some word to represent a
genus inclusive both of "experience," understood to mean
consciousness, and of the unconscious. But to my knowledge no
suitable word has yet been proposed. Furthermore, even then it would
have to be recognized that the boundary between what would be called
"experience" and the unconscious is vague and fluctuating, and that, for
most purposes, they must be seen as constituting a unity. It isfar more
natural to use "experience" itself inclusively, distinguishing between its
conscious and unconscious phases, when that distinction isimportant
for the question at issue.

| have tried to make clear that | do not regard the unconscious as
identical with the brain or any other entity subject to direct investigation
by the physiologist. The prejudice in favor of a physiological
explanation of experience, and especially of unconscious experience,
has long been very great. But this prejudiceis to be understood as the
result of a metaphysical faith rather than any actual evidence. If one
assumes that only what can be seen and felt is"real," and that
everything else, including the subjective seeing and feeling, must be a
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function of thisreality, then psychology must be reducible to
physiology. The fact that the most fruitful research has occurred only
when this dogma has been denied (or bracketed, as by Freud) is not yet
viewed as any grounds for lesser faith, nor are the extraordinary
paradoxes that follow from this dogma for thought’ s understanding of
itself. On the other hand, every correlation between physiological
functioning and subjective experience (and | assume that far more such
correlation will be discovered in the future) is hailed as proof that
eventually the reduction of psychology to physiology and biology will
be achieved.

The power of this dogma over intelligent minds rests not on its own
plausibility, usefulness, or attractiveness but on the unacceptability of
what are supposed to be the only alternatives. The Cartesian dualism of
mental and physical substancesisindeed unacceptable, asisthe
idealism that reduces the physical to the function of the mental. Also,
the popular idea of a mysterious, nonphysical, immortal soul
temporarily attached to the body is unacceptable. In other scientific
disciplines, the road of progress has been the road of sensuous
observation with its implicit assumption that the primary and
determinative redlity is what is sensuously given. Hence, the prejudice
IS understandable.

Nevertheless, the prejudice is not acceptable. It is ssimply not the case
that everything real isvisible and tangible. The physicist today
understands the whole world as made up of entities that can affect his
senses only in very indirect ways. Furthermore, these entities resist
Interpretation as being like visible and tangible entities, only smaller.
They function in ways quite different from such entities. Visible and
tangible entities must finally be understood as functions of these quite
different entities -- not vice versa. If we are to avoid dualism -- and that
Isaso my desire(Here as elsewhere, | follow Whitehead. The reader
interested in seeing how this works out in a doctrine of man can consult
the first two chapters of my A Christian Natural Theology.)-- we must
get our monistic model elsewhere than from the objects of sensuous
experience. In such asituation, the biasin favor of understanding
unconscious experience as a function of the brain loses whatever
metaphysical justification it may once have had.

However, neither the analogy of the physicist’s particles nor the direct
evidence justifies the idea of a mental substance. In the first place, by
no means all the functioning of the unconsciousis"mental” in any
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ordinary sense. In the second place, the notion of substance introduces
the idea of stable endurance through time -- if not of awholly
unempirical and unthinkable something -- which is not called for by the
evidence. There are continuities within the unconscious, but they are the
kinds of continuities to be found within a process. What isto be
affirmed, in affirming the unconscious, is a succession of experiencesin
which continuity is established by reenactment rather than by static
identity.

In the foregoing | have written too often asif consciousness and the
unconscious constituted separate entities rather than aspects of asingle
entity or process. It is, at times, convenient to use these nouns to refer
collectively to all those elements of experience describable respectively
by the adjectives "conscious' and "unconscious,”" and | will resort to
this usage from time to time. | hope, however, it is clear that the real
entity or process of which | am speaking is a unity of which much is
always unconscious and of which asmall part is sometimes conscious.
It isthis exceedingly complex process and the various structures which
it embodies that constitute the subject matter of this book.

This process can be referred to in various ways. The two that will be
found most commonly in this book are, on the one hand, psyche or soul
and, on the other, existence. In general, when this processis being
viewed objectively as one of the many processes that constitute the
world as awhole or the psychophysical organism which is man, psyche
or soul is more appropriate. When, instead, attention is directed to this
same process as it exists for itself, in itsimmediacy and subjectivity,
existence is employed. The decision to take "structure of existence"
rather than "structure of the psyche" as the key concept for the book as a
whole reflects the desire to direct primary attention to the subjectivity

of the process. But it is the mutual illumination of the subjective and the
objective, the inner and the outer, rather than their separation that
distinguishes the analysis here offered. Hence, no sharp distinction isto
be expected with respect to terminology.

| use also at times the term "occasion of experience." Thisisa
Whiteheadian term, and my use of it expresses my acceptance of and
dependence on Whitehead' s analysis of process. He holds that the
process which isaman’s experience through time is composed of
atomic units. The process as awhole is the succession of these atomic
units which are the individual occasions of human experience. An
occasion of human experience is human existence at a moment.
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In Whitehead' s view (and mine) , occasions of experience are not
limited to the human ones. Even in the psychophysical organism there
are many other processes consisting of such occasions besides the one
that constitutes the psyche or human existence. When the stressison
the role of the occasions constituting the psyche in relation to the other
occasions transpiring in the organism, then the adjective "dominant” is
sometimes placed before "occasion of experience.” Also in the case of
animals, it is often best to speak of dominant occasions of experience to
refer to that entity which in man is organized as soul.

The concept of occasion of experience enables usto see what is
common to the human soul and al other entities whatsoever. The
concept of dominant occasion of experience enables us to see in what
further respects the human soul resembles its counterpart in other
animals. For atotal evolutionary view, the former would be of utmost
importance. For this book, in which the earlier stages of the process are
neglected, the latter is of special importance, aswill appear in the next
chapter.

Ontologically speaking, the dominant occasion of experienceis not
different from the other occasions of experience with which it jointly
constitutes the psychophysical animal organism. It plays, however, a
unique role in the organism, and to play thisrole it must have vastly
greater complexity. It occurs only where a devel oped central nervous
system isto be found, and it recelvesits primary data from this nervous
system. Its basic function isto relate stimuli received in this way to the
effective organs in such away that the organism can respond
appropriately to changesin its environment.

Of all the occasionsin the animal organism, only the dominant occasion
enjoys consciousness. However, much of its functioning does not
require consciousness and not all dominant occasions of experience
participate in consciousness at all. Thus even for the dominant occasion
of experience, unconsciousness is the basic mode of its being.

The dominant occasion of experience is related not only to the other
occasions jointly constituting the physical organism, such as the entities
making up the brain, but aso to past dominant occasions of experience
In the same organism. The relative importance of the relation to the
body and the relation to the past dominant occasions varies. At one
extreme, we can posit the occurrence of an actual occasion of
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experience that receives stimuli and triggers motor responses without
any significant influence of prior dominant occasions. At the other
extreme, we can imagine an occasion in which new stimuli from the
body are negligible and the memory of past occasions decisive. Most
dominant occasions fall somewhere on the continuum between these
two extremes. The place on this continuum is an important element in
determining the structures of existence to be described in the following
chapters.

16
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Chapter 3: Primitive Existence

The purpose of this chapter is to describe what distinguishes the
structure of human existence in general from the structure of subhuman
animal existence in general. Since the human developed out of the
subhuman, and since this process of development was a continuous one,
it is essential to understand what man has in common with other
animals, as well as to describe the threshold that marked his appearance
as something genuinely and decisively new. The attempt in this account
Is not to offer a description of the complex diversity of animal and
human life, but only to describe types of structures that are to be found
within each.

Animals give evidence of both instinct and intelligence. By instinct is
meant ordered and predictable behavior to which learning isirrelevant;
and by intelligence, the capacity to learn. Human intelligence has other
ingredients, some of which are also shared by some animals, but, in
general, intelligence among animals can be measured by the speed of
learning and the complexity of what is learned.

Instinct and intelligence are complexly interrelated in most animals, and
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they are not wholly to be contrasted. What is now instinctive may have
once been learned by ancestors. Instinctive tendencies may be inhibited
by new experience and a different behavior can be learned.
Nevertheless, aclear difference exists, and it is possible to formulate the
distinctive role and structure of the dominant occasions of experiencein
the two cases in the categories worked out in the preceding chapter.

For the occurrence of purely instinctive behavior, the dominant
occasion of experience functions only as a switchboard. It receives a
stimulus either from the environment or from some part of the body. It
communicates this stimulus to some center in the brain which then
governs the response. In carrying out the response, additional external
stimuli may be relevant, and in this sense the occasion of experience
may continue to play arole. But what that role is and how it is played
are determined by the physical structuresin the central nervous system.

The closest approximations to purely instinctive behavior are to be
found among insects. There is no reason to deny consciousness to
Insects. Aspects of the external world appear to register on them, asin
the receptive consciousness of man. What is lacking is any significant
organization of experience. The relevant sensory stimulusis not
interpreted as signifying something. It is simply registered and
transmitted, thereby triggering an automatic response predetermined by
the structure of the central nervous system. What occurs in each
moment is determined by the stimuli of that moment rather than by the
cumulative impact of preceding experiences.

If learning takes place, either the central nervous system must be
physically changed by new stimuli or new experiences must be
influenced by earlier ones. Both may occur. However, it is doubtful that
learning could ever be explained purely on the basis of the former,
whereas the second by itself can suffice. Hence, we shall focus upon
this one.

Before learning can occur, stimuli must function as signals.( | take my
distinction of signals and symbols from Susanne Langer, Philosophy in
a New Key, third edition [Harvard University Press, 1957] , especialy
Chapter I1. | refer the reader to that book for a much fuller account. |
use "signals’ instead of "signs" in consideration of Miss Langer’s
statement in the "Preface to the Edition of 1951," where she indicates
that Charles Morris’ terminology has advantages over her own. "Signs"
should then be inclusive of both signals and symbols, and | am using
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"signify" and "significant" in thisinclusive sense.) A signal isastimulus
that is taken as indicating the presence or occurrence of something else,
something of more importance than itself. For example, a particular
odor or sound, of no importance in itself, is taken by an animal as
indicating the presence of another animal. The presence of this other
animal may be of great importance as a source of food or athreat to life.

There may sometimes be an instinctive base to the response to such
signals. That would mean that the brain, prior to experience, is so
structured as to cause the appropriate response as soon as the stimulusis
recelved and independently of its interpretation. However, at least in the
higher animals, such responses can be overcome by association of other
entities with the signal. Innumerable new stimuli can become signals
through learned association. Hence, clearly the stimulusis not simply
related to a physical center, but is also interpreted as asignal. We have
to do with a much more complex operation of the dominant occasion of
experience, an operation of interpretation and organization rather than
simply of passive reception and transmission.

Moreover, the interpretation and significant organization of experience
Isin terms of memory of past experiences. Memory does not mean here
conscious recall, athough that need not always be totally excluded. It
does mean that an important factor influencing the interpretation of new
stimuli in the present is past experience. It means that what happensin
the present experience will influence the interpretation of future stimuli.
The beginning of that continuity of experience from birth to death
which allows usto speak of apsyche or soul isthere. The degree of
such continuity, the extent of its importance in the formation of each
new moment of experience, may differ greatly. When we compare the
higher primates with the insects, this continuity is very great indeed. Y et
even among them the content of each momentary experience seems
generally to be more determined by the present deliverances of the
sense organs than by its bond to predecessor and successor experiences.
An ape, which is capable of using a stick to reach a banana when it sees
the stick and bananas together, cannot do so when it sees them
successively (Reference is made to Kéhler, The Mentality of Apes, p.
37.)

To an overwhelming extent, the animal psyche exhaustsitself inits
service to the organism. In the case of the higher animals, this service
requires a considerable activity on its part, both conscious and
unconscious. This activity can be effectively performed only as past
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experience can cumulatively provide help in the interpretation of
present experience. All of this has athoroughly functional role, fully
intelligible in terms of survival value.

The question now arises as to whether this highly organized and active
psyche performs any of its actions for its own enjoyment or
enhancement and independent of its contribution to the welfare of the
organism as awhole. For the great mgjority of animals the answer is
probably that it does not. The pleasure of the psycheis afunction of the
well-being of the physical organism, and it seeks no other pleasure.
However, there is evidence that among the higher primates there is the
emergence of a small amount of nonfunctional psychic activity. Here
again | appeal to Susanne Langer’s evidence, which consists largely in
noting cases of irrational fear on the part of chimpanzees, fear that
cannot be explained either by instinct or by learning. She writes, in
addition, of a case in which an ape could be consoled for the absence of
its master by presenting it with a garment.(Langer, op. cit., pp. 110-
115.)

All of this pointsto the minimal presence in the higher primates of a
capacity for what | call the autonomous devel opment of the psyche.
Autonomous devel opment involves two elements. First, the aim at
Intensity or richness of experience on the part of individual moments of
the soul’ slife leads the soul to actualize itself in ways that are
immediately rewarding to it, independently of their consequences for
the organism as awhole. Second, successive occasions build upon the
achievements of their predecessors, in this respect, in such away as
significantly to modify the behavior of the organism as awhole. The
behavior of the apes indicates that at |east some surplus psychic energy
Is available for autonomous activity, although its use and expression are
so random that we cannot affirm that an autonomous devel opment
actually takes place.

The distinction of man from all other animalsisthat in him autonomous
development assumes great importance. As with all the thresholds
crossed in the evolutionary process leading to man and in the further
development of man, we do not have the sudden emergence of an
element previoudly totally lacking. We may assume that the ssimian
ancestors of man were in this respect far more devel oped than any
present-day ape. If we had before us all the creatures in the evolutionary
development, we would not be able to say at exactly what point we are
confronted by the first man. The transition would be too gradual.
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Nevertheless, we can say that at that point at which the surplus psychic
energy became sufficient in quantity to enable the psychic life to
become its own end rather than primarily a means to the survival and
health of the body, the threshold was crossed dividing man from the
animal. Man is that being in which the psyche aims at its own well-
being. Since that well-being largely depends on the survival, health, and
comfort of the body, the psyche continuesin man to serve these. But the
human psyche also seeks its satisfaction in ways that have nothing to do
with the functional needs of the body and even in ways that are
detrimental to the body.

The great primary increase in man’s psychic activity was unconscious.
The primordial role of consciousness was to relate the organism to its
environment through the reception of stimuli and their interpretation as
signals. Even in this functioning, unconscious processes play alarge
role, and hence we must attribute unconscious experience also to
animals. These functions continued in man, and mans s increased ability
to learn and his improved manual dexterity enabled him to make better
practical responses to these stimuli. Nevertheless, it was not these
practical advantages that constituted man’s true distinctiveness, but
rather the greatly increased unconscious psychic activity organizing the
whole of experience for its own sake.

The data with which the unconscious operated in its quest for significant
organization of the psychic life included the content of the receptive
consciousness as well as signals and their conscious interpretation. But
they included also the whole welter of conscious and unconscious
emotions and feelings from the past as well as the cumulative results of
previous psychic activity. In addition, they included material received
directly from the psychic life of others. These materials were combined
with each other in all manner of ways, but it isimportant to see that the
guiding principle of such organization was not practical usefulnessin
the adaptation to the environment, but intrinsic satisfaction. The modes
in which organization was achieved did not altogether exclude those we
would call rational, but these were far from primary.

Thiswhole process of psychic activity is one of symbolization.
Symbols, unlike signals, have their meaning independently of the
presence or absence of what is symbolized. They connote ideas,
concepts, and one another rather than simply denoting some other
entity. The process of symbolization is one of giving new materia its
place in relation to the old. For primitive symbolization, whether the
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source of the material was in the external world or in private experience
was irrelevant.

With the growth of symbolization, practically the whole of conscious
experience was symbolically organized. This meant that it was given
meanings and placed in relation with other elements of experience
according to principles of association and interpretation spontaneously
generated in the unconscious life independently of pragmatic value.
Since these symbol systemsin their most important expressions were
social products, their communication and use placed some check upon
the freedom of unconscious fantasy, and thisis clear if we compare
them with dreams. Nevertheless, they are to be understood primarily as
expressions of the unconscious mind, designed to satisfy unconscious
needs, rather than as conscious responses to conscious questions.

Alongside this rich symbolic growth lay the continuing operation of
intelligence in the interpretation of signals and the devising of new
responses. In this area practical success and failure were decisive. Men
learned from trial and error.

In our attempt to understand primitive man, we must think of these two
psychic activities together. Each involved both consciousness and
unconsciousness, but in different ways. Symbolization occurred in the
unconscious, taking the data supplied largely by consciousness and
ordering them in symbols only partly influenced by the forms present in
the data. Thisin turn produced a symbolically ordered consciousness.
The intelligent interpretation and response to signal's, on the other hand,
originated in the receptive consciousness. The association on which it
was based was determined by the association given to that
consciousness by the external world. Unconscious processes played a
role asthey doin relation to all consciousness, but in this case checked
and controlled by results in and for consciousness.

Of these two modes of psychic activity, the intelligent interpretation and
response to signals was prior, since it was in continuity with animal
existence. For man, however, symbolization was primary. It
encompassed everything, including the practical dealing with the
environment, overlaying it with new meaning and relating it thereby
with the rest of experience.

The dominance of the symbolization based on unconscious processes
was as often inhibiting of intelligent action as it was productive of it.
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Because of their symbol systems, men have, at times, failed to respond
to novel challenges and have preferred, instead, simply to be destroyed.
Thus the value of the symbol haslittle to do initially with any improved
ability to deal practically with the environment. Yet it iseasily confused
in the primitive mentality with such capacity. Symbolization and magic
go hand in hand and remain associated quite independently of the
empirical evidence supporting the claimed power. On the contrary,
whereas the effectiveness of signalsis directly correlated with the actual
experience of the environment, the power and intrinsic value of symbols
IS so great that they can withstand what appearsto us as
counterevidence for hundreds and even thousands of years without
weakening. Thisis possible partly because the symbols determine the
interpretation of the evidence insofar as what we would call evidenceis
relevant at all. But it is true also because the symbol does give to man
Immense psychic power -- the power to bring together past and present
in conscious memory and to relate and order what is otherwise simply
given.

This symbolic ordering of experience, although primarily unconscious,
gaverise to a new and incomparably richer mode of consciousness. This
we will call the "reflective consciousness.” Animal consciousness
contained receptive and significant e ements, but these latter were
amost entirely limited to signals. By the use of symbols, consciousness
could order and fill with meaning far larger portions of what it received.
It could relate this to a context that included both past and future. It
could preserve its achievements through symbolized memory and thus
gain anew possibility of cumulative growth.

The reflective consciousness need not be rational.(Discussion of the
meaning of "rational" is postponed to the next chapter.) Indeed for
primitive man, rationality played aminor role. The reflective
consciousness was chiefly afunction of unconscious processes in
relation to which it had little autonomy.

Although the term "myth" applies strictly to only some portions of this
primitive symbolic activity, | shall speak of the whole as mythical and
characterize primitive man’s existence as mythical existence. By
mythical existence | mean, then, an existence that satisfies two
conditions. First, reflective consciousness supersedes receptive
awareness and the organization of experience in terms of signals.
Second, the symbolization involved is governed by modes of creation
and association characteristic of the unconscious and not subject to
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testing against receptive awareness.

Mythical thinking is not to be thought of primarily as an attempt to
explain the external world, for such a concept presupposes a
consciousness of the duality of subject and object, internal and external,
which is not characteristic of the mythical mentality. Nevertheless, if we
view it in terms of our distinction of internal and external, we can
highlight certain featuresin a useful way. From this point of view, the
mythical mind engaged in agreat deal of projection. This should not be
difficult for usto understand, since thisis also alarge part of our own
way of understanding significant e ements in the environment. Its
presence in our own experienceisillustrated by the use of projective
techniques by psychologists as a means of |earning about our
unconscious. They confront us with inkblots or with somewhat
indeterminate pictures and ask usto tell what we see. It would, of
course, be possible to respond to such ademand by very exact
description of what is objectively there to be seen, that is, what is given
In receptive awareness, but thisis not what the psychologist means, and
the success of the test indicates that, in fact, we "see" agreat deal in our
environment independently of its determinate presence there. The
strange shapes of the inkblots or the indeterminate figures in the
drawings present themselves to us in terms of definite meanings, which
we unconsciously project on them. It is clear that in our relations with
other people and groups, they are often the occasion but not the cause of
agreat deal of what we perceive in them. Much of what we see in one
another is unconsciously projected by each upon the other.

Today through careful and prolonged reflection, often requiring the aid
of atrained counselor, we may gain considerable ability to distinguish
between that which comes from our unconscious symbolization and the
external reality we confront, although even the most rational of us
should be very hesitant about claiming much success. Ancient man
could not conceptualize such distinctions. His total experience was,
from our point of view, a selective synthesis of the outer and the inner
worlds, but for him the experience was simply given with its meanings
indissolubly a part of the whole. There was little distinction of inner and
outer, subject and object; little distinction between those elements of the
experience contributed by the more remote past and those contributed
by present occurrences. There was a single meaningful whole. The
meaning of the whole was primarily determined by symbols arising out
of the unconscious aspects of experience. There was no second-level
critical reflection about these meanings. Hence, they were absolute.
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We can find other aspects of our present experience that help usto
understand the mythical mentality of our ancestors.

Which of usin talking to children has not at times said: "People don’t
do that," or, "Boys aren’t supposed to do that." When we say thisin a
certain tone of voice and with sufficient finality, it seems to settle the
question. Many of us are very sure that certain things are not to be done,
even though when pressed we are hard put to find effective
explanations. Indeed, we may regard the demand for an explanation as a
kind of absurdity or even sacrilege. Some things, we think, are smply
beyond such questioning, and the person who does not see things that
way islacking in essential humanity.

Thismeans, of course, that for us, too, some things are still sacred. Our
reaction toward the prospect of eating human flesh or having sexual
Intercourse with our parents transcends, in its violence, any rational
justification we may subsequently give for our views. Y et we are the
most secularized generation ever to walk upon the earth One wonders if
the time is coming when men will be unable to achieve any empathy at
al toward the sense of the sacred -- the "ought" that is prior to and
independent of any justification. In any case, since most of us can
recognize such feelings in ourselves, we do have a starting point for
empathizing with a very different kind of human existence in which
every feature of life was determined in great detail by the sense of the
sacred. A man must do in each situation that which men have always
done, that which was originally done, or smply that which is done.
Even today, we often ask, What is one to do in agiven situation? and
we mean, What do people do? For primitive man there could hardly be
another question.

Alongside projection and the sense of the sacred, we can find other
aspects of our experience that we share with the mythical mentality. The
poet and artist, as well as the psychologist, sometimes make use of an
association of symbols quite different from that of controlled scientific
and philosophical thought. We continue to take occasional delight in the
fantasy of fairy tales and cartoons. Our dreams bring us in contact with
still stranger workings of the unconscious, and our daydreams are often
patently wishfulfilling.

More important than all this, in spite of our urbanization, we still feel in
our depths something of the rhythm of the seasons, their endlessly
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varied but repetitive recurrence, the wonder of new beginning each
spring. We still feel some need to celebrate the great events of birth and
death and marriage. When things go wrong, we still seek explanations
in amore than factual sphere. Our need for scapegoats has not declined.
For us asfor our tribal ancestors, the world is divided into "our kind"
and the others, and we invent strange storiesto tell ourselvesin order to
justify our hatred or fear of the others. In these and many other ways,
we can feel our co-humanity with our ancient ancestors. Nevertheless,
the basic structure of our existence differs from theirs, and we will trace
the emergence of this difference in the following chapters.

Before concluding this chapter, however, something should be said
explicitly about oral language. Symbolization is much broader than
language, but language is by far its most important form. The further
developments in the structures of existence, which are described in
subsequent chapters, are wholly dependent on language.

There are many theories about the rise of language, but in relation to the
analysis offered in this chapter, the question can be ssimply posed. Did
language arise in the attempt to communicate about signals and to
invent additional signals, gradually developing beyond signalsinto
genuine symbols? Or did language arise as a part of the nonpragmatic
activity of the psyche? If a choice must be made between these
aternatives, the latter is certainly preferable. Since for the primitive
mentality the world of symbolization was far more inclusive than that of
practical adjustment to the environment, it would be surprising if so
pervasive afactor as language were not a part and product of it.
Furthermore, the actual use and form of language rendersit very
difficult to understand as primarily practical in origin. Nevertheless,
there is no real necessity for choosing. Isit not likely that man’s
extraordinary capacity for making sounds and his spontaneous pleasure
in doing so influenced both sides of his psychic life?

The structure of primitive existence may now be summarily described
asfollows. It continued the receptive awareness and the consciousness
in terms of signals structurally unchanged. It added an immense
richness to the unconscious, which, by the continuity of itslife,
constituted the successive occasions of human experience as a unified
soul. This unconscious life was characterized by a vast autonomous
development, which in its turn brought into being the reflective
consciousness. This was organized by means of the symbols developed
in the unconscious. Thus the older and more primitive aspects of
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consciousness continued relatively independent of the unconscious,
while the new and dominant segment of consciousness was itself

primarily afunction of the unconscious.

16
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Chapter 4. Civilized Existence

Terms such as "primitive" and "archaic" lack clear demarcations.
Furthermore, in the continuous process of development, any such
demarcations are arbitrary. However, in the Neolithic period we find the
presence of a culture to which the word "primitive" does not readily
apply. There were settled communities that had domesticated both
plants and animals and possessed highly developed skillsin various arts
and crafts. Thistype of community life we will call "archaic," and
thereby differentiate it from earlier modes of existence before stable
communities, domestication of plants and animals, and skilled
craftsmanship had arisen.

The term "civilization" we will reserve for astill further stage of
cultural development -- that in which cities were built. The building of
cities required additional technical advances, but primarily it required
new forms of social organization. Whereas primitive and archaic
cultures required little specialization of functions and little work beyond
that required to provide food, clothing, and shelter, civilization required
a high degree of specialization and a great amount of disciplined labor
directed to providing wealth for the community as awhole and for a
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small class within it.

The transitions from primitive to archaic culture and from archaic
culture to civilization were, of course, gradual. But in general, we may
guess that archaic culture emerged for the first timein the eighth
millennium before Christ and civilization in the fourth. In both cases we
can trace the spread of culture from certain early centers, but we can
also see that it emerged independently in widely separated places and at
different times.

| have grouped these two stages of human development together
because, despite the great sociological differences between them, | see
them as expressing a single continuous process in the development of
human existence. This processis that of the rationalization of the
reflective consciousness. If we related this process to the sociological
phenomena, we would probably find that, whereas in archaic culture
this process involved the whole community more or less equally, in
civilized societies it was greatly accelerated in certain social classes and
retarded in the mass of workers on which such societies rested.
However, | shall not attempt to pursue this kind of analysis. Instead, |
intend only to treat the one question as to what isinvolved in the
emergence of the rational consciousness. For this purpose | shall focus
attention on civilized existence, smply acknowledging that the process
described was already far advanced before the advent of civilization.

In Chapter Two, we considered the nature of consciousnessin order to
gain the basis for an understanding of the major stages of human
development. In addition to the vast complexity of unconscious
experience, | suggested, we can analyze conscious experience into
significantly organized and receptive levels. In Chapter Three, we
distinguished further between significant organization by signals and by
symbols. Whereas we can posit the presence of receptive consciousness
wherever a developed central nervous system is to be found in the
animal world, and of organization by signals wherever learning is
possible, symbolic organization of consciousness or reflective
consciousness depends on the power of symbolization, which isthe
distinguishing characteristic of man.

Civilization depends on and makes possible a high degree of
rationalization of the reflective consciousness. By rationality | do not
mean the self-consciousness about the principles of thought that is
expressed in explicit logic or reflection about methodology. | mean,
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instead, the kind of thinking that logic, in its most elementary forms,
attempts to bring to self-consciousness. The process of such thinking is
initially and primarily unconscious, yet it differs profoundly from
mythical thinking. It conforms, for example, albeit unconscioudly, to the
principle of noncontradiction, whereas contradictions disturb the
mythical mentality but little.

Rationality is not to be identified with intelligence, athough it cannot
occur apart from a high level of intelligence. Intelligence is the capacity
to learn from experience and to develop more appropriate and
functional responses. As such it emerged very early in the course of
animal life. Some animals are more intelligent than others, and man is
probably the most intelligent of all. This capacity to learn from
experience in man, asin other animals, is primarily bound up with the
interpretation of signals and with the ability to bring past experience to
bear on present interpretation.

In primitive existence, intelligent adaptation to the environment and
unconscious symbolization, as a means of intensifying and ordering the
psychic life, existed side by side. Consciousness contained both the
awareness of stimuli and the interpretation of signals as well as the
inclusive overlay of anew, reflective level. On the one side, there was
intelligence; on the other, the use of symbols. Neither in itself
constituted rationality.

Nevertheless, the conjoint presence of intelligence and symbolization
provided for the possibility of the rational consciousness. Rationality
emerged whenever the process of symbolization was controlled by
intelligence or whenever intelligence made use of symbols instead of
mere signals in itsinterpretation of the environment. Since the two
levels of the primitive mind were not rigidly separated from one
another, we should expect some rationalization of the reflective
consciousness from a very early point. But before the rise of archaic
culture, therole of rationality was very limited. The reflective
consciousness, which is the most striking factor differentiating man
from other animals, was the by-product of unconscious processes and
initialy fully subordinate to them. Aslong as this subordination existed,
the reflective consciousness could not interpenetrate effectively with the
other dimensions of conscious significance. The effective
rationalization of the reflective consciousness required the attainment
by the reflective consciousness of a high degree of autonomy.
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The process by which the reflective consciousness achieved such
autonomy is analogous to that in which the psyche as a whole entered
into autonomous development. It is, indeed, afurther step in the same
continuous process of psychic growth -- the crossing of another
threshold. In the earlier process, the dominant occasion of animal
experience ceased to function purely for the sake of the animal body
and began to develop activities for its own enrichment independent of
their functional value for the organism. These activities conformed to
entirely new patterns, patterns of which even today we have only alittle
understanding. This new activity brought into being a new mode of
consciousness, the reflective consciousness, which integrated the
externally given world of the receptive consciousness with the world of
unconscious symbolization. But once the reflective consciousness
existed, it embodied an immense new value in itself, so that a psychic
lifeaimed at its own heightened richness tended to aim at the
enhancement and strengthening of this new mode of consciousness.
Insofar as this heightening of the reflective consciousness occurred, it
necessarily increased the role of the forms that are given in the receptive
consciousness and, hence, their influence on the reflective
consciousness and the symbolization by which it lives. To whatever
degree the symbols and their association were correlated with what was
given in the receptive consciousness, symbolization could be checked
and devel oped through a process of |earning from experience. That
meant that it could become intelligent; it could be employed for the
interpretation of signals and greatly increase the power and range of
such interpretation. In short, that marriage of intelligence with
symbolization could occur which constitutes rationality.

The reflective consciousness is necessarily symbolic, primordially
mythical, but incipiently rational. It is necessarily symbolic, because
reflection is possible only in symbols. It is primordially mythical,
because the process of symbolization was originally unconscious and
determined by the laws of psychic satisfaction as such. It isincipiently
rational, because its attention is directed to data supplied by the
receptive consciousness, and insofar as the reflective consciousness
becomes free from the dominance of the unconscious, these data must
play alarger and more direct role in their own interpretation.

Prior to the rise of the great civilizations of antiquity, from the fourth
millennium before Christ on, rationality played a minor role in human
life. That did not mean that there were not individuals with considerable
rational ability. At least in the later millennia of this long development
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we may assume that there were many men capable of relatively
sustained rational reflection. Nevertheless, the effects of this rational
activity on existence as a whole were minor. The signs that such
reasoning did begin to restructure man’s relations with the environment
and with his fellowman are precisely those remains which represent to
us the emergence of civilization. Furthermore, the conditions of
civilization demanded and encouraged an immense increase in therole
of rationality. Hence, it is my thesis that correlative with the rise of
civilization in Egypt, Mesopotamia, India, China, and, later, in Mexico
and Peru, a new psychic threshold was crossed. Men could observe,
calculate, plan, and organize on an entirely new scale, opening up a new
range of possibilities, both externally and inwardly. Mathematics,
astronomy, architecture, law, education, medicine, and government
emerged as quite new outward achievements of areflective
consciousness freed to think in terms of meanings given by the
structures in the observable world. Important and increasing areas of the
existence of many individuals were dominated by this rationalized
aspect of the reflective consciousness.

Nevertheless, the dominant mentality in these great ancient civilizations
remained mythical. Just asin primitive man intelligent interpretation of
signals continued alongside the more comprehensive reflective
consciousness, so now the rational consciousness came into being
alongside the mythical consciousness, but without overthrowing its
inclusive dominance. In the astronomy of civilized man, careful
observation, intelligent generalization, and accurate prediction played a
large and impressive role. But the motivation of the astronomy, its
Interpretation, and its integration into the whole of reflective
consciousness were predominantly mythical. Similarly, the complex
organization of government could not have arisen or been adapted to
new needs apart from the extensive rationalization of consciousness.

Y et the ultimate understanding of government and of the persons of the
rulers was mythical.

What, then, shall we say of the structure of existence in ancient civilized
man? It continued to be mythical in the sense that the reflective
consciousness continued to be dominantly determined in its
comprehensive functioning by the activity of unconscious
symbolization. But it gained aso extensive autonomy, and that meant
that in large segments of its activity it was rational. With the emergence
of rationality as an important factor inhuman existence, a whole new
range of possibilities arose.
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Chapter 5: Axial Existence

A number of observers have noted that in the middle part of the
millennium before Christ a new type of thinking arose, reflecting a new
type of existence. What is most striking is that this occurred
independently in five parts of the Eurasian continent at more or less the
same time. During the sixth century before Christ, lived Confucius and
Lao-tzu in China, Gautama Buddha in India, and Zoroaster in Persia. In
the same century, Thales and Pythagoras were founding Greek
philosophy, and the prophetic movement in Israel reached aclimax in
Second Isaiah.

Karl Jaspers has proposed that we extend the period of our attention to
the six centuries from 800 B.C. to 200 B.C. and call thisthe "axial
period." (The Origin and Goal of History. p. 1. Jaspers' choice of this
term for this period is intended as criticism of the Christian view that
the center of universal history is Jesus Christ. In what follows it will
become clear that the adoption of the term here does not entail
agreement with Jaspers' view of the historical role of Jesus.) The basic
modes of thought and existence that even today compete for our
attention and loyalty, he argues, arose in that period.
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Jaspers’ view requires correction in severa directions. He presents this
change in man’s existence asiif it were wholly unparalleled, whereas it
was, in fact, the crossing of a new threshold in a succession of threshold
crossings. He focuses attention on what was common in the axial
existence of the several culturesin such away as to neglect the
diversity, whereas that diversity isjust asimportant to our
understanding of our present situation as is what was common. He
stresses the unity of the change also in such away asto conceal the
successive stages within some of the axial revolutions. He closes the
period before the rise of Christianity, wheras this too constituted a
further threshold in the history of man’s existence. He presents axial
man in such sharp contrast with preaxial man that the continuity of the
historical process and the numerous foreshadowings of axial man in the
preceding centuries are obscured.

Despite al this, Jaspersis correct in seeing the developments of the first
millennium before Christ as of utmost importance for human existence.
New structures of existence did come into being during that period.
Furthermore, despite their diversity, at a certain level of abstraction one
can also note their common features. Jaspers' term "axial" is useful for
referring to this common element of structure, and it is this common
structure that | propose to describe in this chapter. Later chapters will
describe selected examplesin their distinctness from one another.

What distinguished axial man was the new role of rationality in the
structure of his existence. This newness, with its consequences, was so
great that we can appreciate the sense of marvel which Jaspers
communicates to his reader in his account of it. Nevertheless, we can
understand its continuity and discontinuity with the ancient civilizations
that preceded it as fully analogous with the continuity and discontinuity
of these civilizations with primitive man. The reflective consciousness,
through thousands of years of civilization, became increasingly rational
in widening areas. There were many individuals who came to be
increasingly at home in thisworld of rational consciousness and
increasingly estranged from the mythical world that still controlled their
situation. Finally, men appeared who, from the perspective of this
strengthened rationality, could effectively destroy the power of the
mythical world not only for themselves but for many others as well.
This drastic break with the mythical age constituted the axial period.
The new kind of existence that it expressed and created constituted axial
existence. The cultures and religions to which this new existence gave
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rise are the axial cultures and religions, which still dominate the world.
The axial men who embody this existence and participate in these
cultures are ourselves.

To explain more precisely what occurred in the crossing of this
threshold, a new category isrequired. Thus far we have distinguished
the unconscious, receptive consciousness, and significantly organized
consciousness. In man we have seen that symbolization superseded
organization by signals as the predominant mode of significantly
organized consciousness, and that this constituted reflective
consciousness. The categories of reflective consciousness were
influenced by the unconscious and by the receptive consciousness. This
structure is common for all men. The change that occurred with the rise
of civilization was that the influence of the receptive consciousness on
the symbols of the reflective consciousness grew stronger, but without
destroying the overall dominance of the unconscious.

The new category now required is that of the "seat of existence." The
psychic life as awhole continued to be primarily unconscious and had
its own centers of organization that remained unknown to
consciousness. But reflective consciousness gained a unity of its own.
This unity was achieved around some center or some determining
perspective, and it isthis center that is the seat of existence. This center
can be either in consciousness or in the unconscious. When it isin the
unconscious, then the rational activities of reflective consciousness are
incorporated into the whole life of the psyche only in terms of mythical
meanings. When it isin reflective consciousness, then the products of
the unconscious appear as strange and alien powers to be feared and
obeyed or examined and analyzed.

The locus of the seat of existence in reflective consciousness does not
guarantee its control over all that takes place within that consciousness.
It may continue to be relatively impotent. What is altered is the meaning
of that impotence. It is now an experience of being overcome by an
alien and greater power. The Jungians interpret a great deal of myth as
expressing this shift of the seat of existence into reflective
consciousness and the intrapsychic struggles that ensue.

My thesisisthat by the axial period the shift of the seat of existenceto
the reflective consciousnesss was occurring in influential segments of
the community. This led to the progressive rationalizing of reflective
consciousness, as well asto its strengthening. Finally, rational
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consciousness was prepared to assert its full autonomy from, and its
power over, the mythical symbolization by which ancient civilization
had lived. The power of mythical thinking was broken, and a new
structure of existence emerged.

This newness can be seen in the individuality and freedom of axial man.
This does not mean that men who had always been individual and free
finaly came to see this fact about themselves. Instead, it means that
individuality and freedom arose. The next pages will be devoted to an
attempt to explain the newness of axial existence first asindividuality
and then as freedom.

Of course, men have aways been individuals in some sense.
Ontologically speaking, every entity isindividual. Furthermore, men
have always had an important measure of individual identity through
time. In contrast to the higher animals, among which the successive
dominant occasions of experience are primarily bound to the present
condition of the body and only secondarily constitute a unity through
time as they are joined together into a psyche, human experience has
always had considerable autonomy. For it, the relation to its own past
and future is more determinative than the relation to the changing
condition of the body. Ontologically, therefore, not only is each
occasion of human experience an individual, just asis each animal
experience as well, but also the series of such occasions has a continuity
and a cumulative character that constitute it as an individual series.

In primitive man, however, thisindividuality was located in the
unconscious, and although it must be emphasized when we compare
human experience with that of animals, it was not what we think of as
individuality today. When | think of myself asan individual, | think of
that thread of consciousnessthat | can recall from the past and
anticipate in the future and with which | can identify myself. To alarge
extent my conscious decisions are made on the basis of memories of
past conscious experiences and anticipations of future ones. Thus | bind
together this sequence into a chain that began with birth and ends with
death. Asanindividual, | am that chain, and | perceive myself as clearly
distinguished and sharply separated from all other individuals.

Because the identity by which | am constituted is primarily a unity of
conscious experience, this sharp division of myself from all othersis
real. My conscious relation to my conscious past and future is
drastically different from my conscious relation to the consciousness of
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other individuals. Thisrelation to othersisindirect and even inferential
rather than immediate and constitutive. Nevertheless, | believe that even
for the highly conscious individual there are other relations to other
individuals in the unconscious dimensions of experience. Our total
experience in each moment is a selective synthesis of the whole world
asit givesitself to be experienced. Important elementsin that world are
the past experiences of the individual in question, but the experiences of
other men are also there to be appropriated. One’'s own past may
outweigh the others in importance, but it does not exclude them. Hence,
our experience as awholeisfar more asocia product than we
ordinarily realize.

Even axial men sometimes receive dim intuitions of the social character
of their experience. They sense agreater immediacy of psychic
presence of their fellows than their usual theories can explain.
Extrasensory communications of various kinds occasionally enter
consciousness to disturb our rationalistic systems based on the supposed
primacy of sensory experience. Nevertheless, this dimension of
experienceistoo trivial within our conscious livesto play more than a
peripheral role. In the unconscious, on the other hand, itsimportanceis
far greater.

This means that when the seat of existence was |located in the
unconscious, individual identity through time was far less exclusive
than it became with the axial shift of center to consciousness. Each
moment of human experience was certainly deeply affected by its
predecessors in the life of the individual soul, but it was also deeply
influenced by the psychic life of other members of the tribe. The
unconscious experience of each contributed to the unconscious
experience of othersin such away that the group or tribe constituted a
unit of psychic life quite inconceivable for axial man.

Consciousness also played an important role in the life of primitive
man. But so long as the seat of existence was in the unconscious, the
relation of the conscious element of one experience to those of others
was mediated by the unconscious. In this situation, the symbolic content
of consciousness expressed the unconscious life and thus, primarily, the
shared psychic life of the group.

Primitive man understood himself as constituted by his participation in
alarger whole, rather than conceiving of the whole as composed of
individual men who are the final agents of action, decision, and real
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individuality. | am suggesting that this understanding corresponded with
the reality of his situation. Hence, | am arguing also that the emergence
of axial man was not only the emergence of a new understanding of
man as individual, but of a new individuality. When the seat of
existence shifted effectively to reflective consciousness, a new type of
continuity between successive occasions of experience arose as well as
anew separation of the individual thus constituted from all other
individuals.

We can also describe the appearance of axial man as the emergence of
freedom. In one sense, every occasion of experience enjoys some
freedom in forming itself into whatever it becomes in its moment of
actuality. But it is better not to use the term "freedom™ quite so broadly.
The great majority of what we ordinarily mean by freedom is absent
from subhuman modes of existence. What is present is some element of
spontaneity and self-determination, an element that has increasing
importance as we ascend the scale of life.

Self-determination is fully characteristic of unconscious experience.
That does not mean, of course, that it is the primary factor in such
experiences. It only means that the process of self-determination by
organizing and synthesizing the data from the past mostly occurs
unconsciously. Consciousnessis possible at all only after this process
has progressed to avery high level. Hence, unconscious self-
determination is quantitatively primary, even for the most rational man.
But it will be best for usto reserve the term "freedom"” for something
quite different, something much more distinctive and rare.

Where reflective consciousness occurred, there th