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1. Naturalism or Idealism?

The history of mankind knows of certain questions that are
at once very old and always new: they are very old because any
way of life contains an answer to them, and always new because
the conditions on which those ways of life depend are constantly
shifting and may at critical stages change so much that truths
safely accepted for generations may become open problems
causing conflict and bewilderment’.

Such a question is the contrast between naturalism and idealism
with which we are dealing today. The meaning of these words has
been blunted by usage; they cause many a misunder-standing, and
only through laziness do we put up with such catchwords®. But
their inadequacy’ cannot conceal the great contrast which lies
behind them and which sharply divides men. This contrast concerns
our attitude to the whole of reality® and the resulting task that
dominates our life; it concerns the question whether man is entirely
determined by nature or whether he can somehow — or indeed
essentially — rise above it. We are all agreed on the very close
ties between man and nature which he should not abandon. But it
has been argued and is still being argued vehemently® whether his
whole being, his actions and sufferings, are determined by these ties
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or whether he possesses life of another kind which introduces a new
of reality. The one attitude characterizes naturalism, the other
l,'and these two creeds’ differ fundamentally both in their
V ""\ﬁd in their pursuits’ of them.

Nature, of course, has its share in the life of the soul and
in numerous manifestations deeply influences human life. But
this natural life of the soul is peripheral’, mere appendix*
to the material phenomena® of nature. Its only purpose is the
preservation of physical life, for man’s higher psychological
development, his cleverness and resourcefulness®, compensate’
for the brute® strength, swiftness of movement, or sharpness of
the senses in which animals excel’. But even in its extreme form
this life has neither purpose nor content in itself; it remains a
conglomeration'’ of disparate points. It does not coalesce™
in an inner community of life, nor does it constitute’ an inner
world peculiar' to itself. Thus action is never directed toward an
inner purpose but toward the utilitarian'® purpose of preserving
life. Naturalism, if it remains true to its purpose, reduces
human life to that norm. Idealism, on the other hand, maintains
the emancipation of inwardness; according to it the disparate
phenomena of life coalesce in an all-embracing inner world.
At the same time, idealism demands that human life should be
governed by its peculiar values and goals, the true, the good,
and the beautiful. In its view the subordination'® of all human
aspiration"’ to the goal of usefulness appears an intolerable
humiliation and a complete betrayal'® of the greatness and
dignity of man. Such divergent'’ and even contradictory attitudes
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seem to be irreconcilable': we have to choose between harsh

fe have brought new aspects of the problem to light.
Centuries of tradition had accustomed® us to striving* primarily
for an invisible world and to valuing the visible world only to
the degree of its relation to the invisible world. To the medieval
mind man’s home is a transcendental® world; in this world we
are merely travellers abroad. We cannot penetrate’ it, nor does
it give us any scope for achievements or hold us by any roots. In
such a conception nature easily appears as a lower sphere’ which
one approaches at one’s own peril®. When Petrarch had climbed
Mount Ventoux and was enraptured’ by the splendour of the
Alps, he had serious doubts whether such delight at the creation
was not an injustice to the Creator and did not deprive'’ Him of
the worship due to Him alone. Thus he took refuge" with St.
Augustine to regain' the security" of a religious mood.

These things have changed. We set greater store by the
world of immediate experience and many things have helped
to make it completely our home. Science has been the leader
in this movement, for it has brought about a closer relationship
with nature, resulting in many new impulses' that have not only
enriched parts of our life but have deeply affected its totality. The
speculative' and subjective thought of former ages was unable

116

to analyze sensual'® perceptions'” and did not penetrate to the

essence of things. Moreover, its recognition of certain regularities
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in nature lagged far behind the discovery of mathematical laws
nature first formulated by the genius of Kepler. And not only

. ical inventions were the result of chance rather than superior
insight; on the whole, man remained defenceless against nature.
Only a century ago men were still awkward and powerless in this
regard. In that age of great poets and thinkers, how much time was
wasted with overcoming natural obstacles’, how inconvenient
was travelling, and how cumbersome’ postal services. In all
these respects our age has seen changes never dreamed of by
history before. The accumulation® of scientific knowledge since
‘the seventeenth century was brought to a triumphant conclusion
in the nineteenth. By unravelling* the separate strands of natural
processes and tracing them back to their ultimate elements, by
formulating the effects of these elements in simple formulas®,
and finally by using the idea of evolution® to combine what had
been separated, scientific research has given us a closer and more
direct experience of nature in all its aspects. At the same time
the theory of evolution has shown man’s dependence on nature:
understanding himself in nature, his own essence appeared to
become clearer to him.

Our material environment and our relation to it have
assumed tremendous’ importance. Any phtlosophy and any
course of action based on it must reckon® with this fact. But
naturalism goes beyond this fact, for it maintains that man is
completely defined’ by his relationship with the world, that he is
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only a piece of the natural process. That is a different contention
vhich requires careful examination. For history has taught us
7a judgment is easily confused and exaggerated' when
vol lonary changes upset the old balance of things. Facts and
Oplmorfs are confused by man, who is helpless against error and
passion. At such a time, it becomes an urgent” task to separate the
facts from the interpretations® given to them. Naturalism, too,
is subject to such a serutiny* when it turns a fact into a principle,
sees the totality of human life determined by man’s closer relation
to nature, and adjusts all values accordingly.

The chief argument against such a limitation of human life
is the result not of subjective reflection but of an analysis of the
modern movement itself. The emergence’ and the progress of that
movement reveal’® an intellectual’ capacity® which, whether it
manifests’ itself as intellectual and technical mastery' of nature
or as practical social work, proves the existence of a way of life
that cannot be accounted for, if man is understood as a mere
natural being. For in coming closer to nature man shows himself
superior to it. As a mere part of nature, man’s existence would be
a series of isolated" phenomena. All life would proceed from and
depend on contact with the outside world. There would be no way

of transcending'” the limitation of the senses. There woujd be

no place at all for any activity governed by a totality or superior
unity, nor for any inner coherence of life. All values and goals
would disappear and reality would be reduced to mere actuality.
But the experience of human work shows a very different picture.

Modern science has not been the result of a gradual



