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Preface

OvzER THE YEARS, 1 HAVE HAD OCCASION FROM TIME TO
time to talk with individuals and groups about what we
may well call “the liberal mind.” One reaction that has
been given voice often goes something like this: “How
could anyone believe in that way? How could they come
to think like that?” This work is an attempt to answer
these questions, as well as an effort to follow the almost
infinite vacillations of “the liberal mind.”

It is an inward history of the last hundred years or so,
a history of the emergence, development, and coming to
fruition of an outlook which may be called “liberalism,”
reformism, meliorism, or just gradualist socialism. It is, I
say, an inward history, not a history of events as we usu-
ally encounter them, There are some references to outward
events—first and last, a good many of them—, but it is a
different order of events, as it were, that occupies the cen-
ter of the stage. Events of the mind—the attractive setting
forth of an idea, the conjunction of two ideas, the formula-
tion of a complex of ideas into an ideology, the mythologiz-
ing upon the basis of ideclegy—have their own occurrence
and history., In short, it is the story of how men have
come under the sway of that corpus of ideas which has
bent them toward efforts to make over America in the
image of an ideology. It is the inward account of how
diverse ideas from various sources came subtly to be com-
bined, propagated, and generally to be accepted. It is the

xiii



Xiv THE FLIGHT FROM REALITY

inward story of that curious subspecies of modern man,
the reformist intellectual, and his rise to power and afflu-
ence.

That this work has a thesis is obvious from the title.
The thesis is that reformist intellectuals have departed
from reality at every stage of their movement toward
social engineering and social reconstruction, that they
were led to believe that such reconstruction was possible
because thought was cut loose from its grounding in an
underlying reality, because cause and effect were sundered
for them, because they turned their eyes from enduring
reality to focus upon the transient and changing. In such
a frame of mind, they became entranced by utopian visions
of a new earth, began to think of themselves as creators,
and attempted to make a new reality. By the early twenti-
eth century, they began to draw Americans more generally
into the vortex of their conception, and before very long
political programs were being introduced in accord with
it. The flight from reality has produced the twentieth cen-
tury government intervention on a vast scale, It is an in-
ward history, but much of ordinary history has been greatly
affected by it

It is my thesis, also, that the current disorders in the
United States, the impotence of government to maintain
basic law and order, the confusions in foreign policy, and
the erosion of values can be attributed to this flight. There
must be a fundamental return to reality before order and
peace can be restored on any long-term basis.

In a sense, this work is intended as an antidote. Serums
are made to counteract deadly poison from that very
poison. So, this work recounts the very ideas that have
brought us to our present pass. Only so, I suspect, can
many of us be purged of these ideas, for they run deep,
and most of us have in one way or another, quite often
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unawares, become infected by them. By bringing them to
light, I have hoped to innoculate against them. The medi-
cine is strong, but the infection is deep seated.

The writing of the bulk of this work tock place from
1964 through most of 1966. It appeared serially in The
Freeman during the same period. It has been updated
since by the adding of the chapter called “The Return to
Reality,” most of which has not appeared elsewhere than
in this volume.

I would like to thank all who assisted in one way or
another in the preparation of the book. In general, I am
indebted to those who took the time to write in and offer
encouragement and suggestions when it was appearing
serially in The Freeman. More especially, I am obligated
to David C. George and John A. Sparks for their assistance
in doing research.

As always, the staff of the Foundation for Fconomic
Education did their work competently and quietly to make
smooth the way of troublesome writers, Dr, Paul L. Poirot
has overseen the work from its inception as a series of
articles to its appearance in book form, has edited it, en-
couraged its writing, and never lost faith in its possibili-
ties. His decisiveness, promptness, and intelligent restraint
makes him editor without peer. Thanks are due, too, to
Mrs. Eleancr Orsini for aid in correcting proofs and to
Miss Vernelia Crawford for preparing the index. All this
was made possible by the founder of the organization,
Leonard E. Read, whose integrity and devotion to freedom
gives to it its particular character.

My greatest debt is to my wife, Myrtice Sears Carson,
who has diligently applied herself to creating peaceful sur-
roundings for my work, has read copy and corrected errors,
and has the sound sense of a good wife not to adversely
criticize my work.
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Finally, this work is dedicated to Evelyn Clare Carson
who was born during the time it was being written, but
for whose cries it might have been finished sooner, but
without whom the doing of it would have been less mean-
ingful.

CrARENCE B, CARSON
Grove City, Pennsylvania
January 1969



Book ONE:
The New Reality






1

PROLOGUEL:
The Mind of the Reformer

He regarded the world as a flux to be formed by his own
mind. —R. R. PALMER

The supreme architect, who begins as a visionary, becomes a
fanatic, and ends as a despot. — WALTER LIPPMANN

"T'wo DEVELOPMENTS STAND OUT ON THE CANVAS OF THE
world scene in the twentieth century. Viewers may differ
as to whether these two dominate the picture or mot, but
there should be no denying that they are there. The first
is the tremendous surge of reform effort that has been
going on in the world for most of this century and that is
by now so pervasive that it could be called universal. In
the United States hardly a day passes that some reform is
not proposed, advanced, revived, or instigated. Speakers
scurry about over the country describing the problems
and offering the solutions, Newspaper columnists echo the
sentiments of speakers or provide them, as the case may
be. One day attention may be focused upon the need for
reform of the bail system. On another, the system of trial
by jury may be up for examination, and proposals may be
forthcoming for discarding it. Or again, decaying centers
of metropolitan areas may furnish the background for
some proposal to use government to renew them.

Nor is the United States alone in being the scene of a
prevalent reform bent. Many other countries share the

3



4 THE FLIGHT FROM REALITY

bent with Americans but greatly exceed them in their
willingness to radically alter existing institutions to ac-
complish the reforms. Thus, in predominantly agricultural
lands proposals for redistributing the land are favorite
remedies for what ails the population. This panacea often
has to share the spotlight, however, with plans for rapid
industrialization. These economic measures are usually
only the most well known of the reforms being undertaken,
depending upon the country and what its particular “prob-
lems” happen to be. Some countries may be occupied with
“crash” programs of school building, others with placating
dissident racial or religious groups, others with providing
various welfare programs, and so on.

This reform bent is not restrained, however, by national
boundaries nor restricted to sovereign states. It has pro-
moted the establishment of institutions in international
organizations. For example, the United Nations has asso-
ciated with it an International Labor Organization, a Food
and Agriculture Organization, a World Health Organiza-
tion, and others. There have been gatherings for regional
planning, such as those that were promoted by the Mar-
shall Plan. There is the more general phenomenon of for-
eign aid, and there are international loan agencies to fi-
nance reform programs. Conceiving the matter most broad-
ly, the drive to make over men and societies is in the
ascendant today.

The Corrosives of Civilization

The second development cannot be so readily reduced
to a phrase for purposes of description. Actually, this de-
velopment has many faces. One of them, perhaps the most
prominent, is disorder. There has been mounting disorder
in the world in the twentieth century: disorder in the re-
lations among nations which evinces itself in almost con-
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tinuous tensions and erupts in sporadic catastrophic vio-
lence, disorder in relations among groups which manifests
itself in violence between and among groups, disorder in
families indicated by broken homes and juvenile delin-
quency, and disorder of personality manifested in wide-
spread mental illness.

Another face of this development is violence. The vol-
uvme in the New Cambridge Modern History which deals
with the twentieth century is called “The Era of Violence.”
The texthook on the Western world in the twentieth cen-
tury by Frank P. Chambers has the interesting title, This
Age of Conflict. Who has paused to consider how many
kinds of violence have begun to assume regular forms and
have even been institutionalized in this century? A few
examples of institutionalized violence may refresh our
memories. There are industrial strikes, concentration
camps, purges, “nationalization” of property; and even
street fights among juveniles have assumed the semiform
of “rumbles.”

Yet another face of this development is the decline of
liberty and the removal of protections from around the
individual. In some countries this has occurred rapidly as
in communist and fascist revolutions. In others, such as
the United States, it has occurred by a process of attrition.
The loss of liberty may occur in such an apparently in-
nocuous manner as the zoning of city properties, or it may
assume the most drastic proportions of being held in jail
without a hearing.

The point, however, is that the circumscription of liberty
is a virtually universal phenomena in this century, though
there have been some movements to and fro in this matter.
Certainly, the one new kind of government to emerge in
this century has been totalitarianism. The tendency of
governments everywhere has been to adopt some of the
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features of totalitarianism, though the exigencies of war
may be the occasion for such adoption.

The composite face this second development wears is the
disintegration of civilization. For what is civilization but
order, peace, settled and regularized relations among men
and groups, and conditions of liberty among individuals?
Disorder, viclence, and aggression are the antithesis of
civilization. To the extent that they become pervasive, civi-
lization disintegrates in equal degree. In short, the corro-
sives of civilization have become dominant in many places
on the earth and threaten to become pervasive everywhere.

The pressing question for all of us, of course, is why this
turn of events occurred. Why have there been total wars,
concentration camps, confiscations of property, circum-
scriptions of liberty, institutionalizations of violence in this
century? So far as we know, there were few who expected
any such turn at the outset of the century. The literary
evidence suggests the contrary, for it contains visions of
peace, prosperity, and triumphant civilization in the twen-
tieth century. And those who would be leaders have con-
tinned to hold out such visions up to the present, even as
violence mounted and wars became total. Tndeed, the
glowing pictures of the future which reformers still paint
have hardly been tarnished by this untoward course of
events.

Yet, it will be my contention that there is and has been
a direct connection between the first and second develop-
ments described above. That is, reforms have resulted in
disorder, violence, and the diminuton of liberty. To put
it briefly, the attempts to make over society and man have
been made by the undermining of beliefs, the destruction
of institutions, the uprooting of traditions, and the ag-
gressive use of governmental power.

The framework of order and Iiberty has everywhere been
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greatly shaken by this course of events and in many places
utterly shattered. A semblance of order has usually been
maintained or restored in most places, but it has quite
often been at the expense of liberty. To state it another
way, the disorder resulting from the undermining of tradi-
tional morality and the unraveling of the bonds of social
unity has been quelled by governmental power. The result
has been the police state which has emerged everywhere
in varying degrees in the twentieth century.

The Bent to Reform

Since it will be a part of the burden of the remainder of
this work to show the connection between reforms and
the disorder of these times, the matter can be left at this
point with the assertion that the conmnection exists. The
question can now be stated more directly. Why have men
been bent upon reforms and used methods to achieve them
which have resulted in varying degrees of disorder and
tyranny? Why are men bent upon reforming everything
in our time?

This would probably appear to be a silly question to
anyone who knows no history before this century. Indeed,
the bent to reform goes back at least into the nineteenth
century, if not before. Ralph Waldo Emerson asked in
1841: “What is a man born for but to be a Reformer . . .77
Indeed, the bent to reform-—the urge to change, to make
over, to redo—was well established in the outlook of many
considerably before this century got underway.

Even so, it should be made clear that this is not a usual
attitude for most people. Quite likely, people have ever
been inclined to prefer the well-worn path to the uncharted
course, the familiar to the new, the customary to the in-
novative, and the established to the prospect of reform.
So deep-seated is this inclination that peoples have often
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rebelled against radical change and welcomed the restora-
tion of the old order after a radical attempt at change. At
most times and in most places in the past, reforms and
reformers have gotten short shrift. Innovation has been
much too perilous a game for a profession of innovators
to be established. In short, for the reform bent to become
acceptable to great bodies of people required a reversal of
outlook on a huge and probably unprecedented scale. Inso-
far as reform depended upon popular approval, a great
transformation of outlook had to take place.

The prime movers both of reform and of the changed
outlook have been those who may be identified as intel-
lectuals. This brings us to a third development of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries: the vast proportional in-
crease in the number of intellectuals. They could not actu-
ally be counted, for the question of who is an intellectual
has to be answered by definitions; opinions will differ, and
the application of the most precise definition would be ex-
ceedingly difficult.

Nonetheless, there should be no doubt that the number
and sway of intellectuals has greatly increased, probably
in some direct proportion to the triumph of the reformist
orientation, They teach school, profess at universities,
write speeches, provide the material for the mass media
of communication, advise businessmen and politicians, and
so pervade societies today. Government leaders are quite
often accredited intellectuals, or so one may judge by the
number of them (particularly in Latin countries) who ef-
fect the title of “Doctor.”

It will be my contention, then, that the reorientation of
populaces in the direction of continuous reform has been
the work of intellectuals. And, it may be incidentally noted
at this point, the proposal and fostering of reform quite
often provides intellectuals with their work,
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It is in order at this point to make some distinctions
which will help to focus attention upon the valid historical
connections among the above developments. There are re-
forms and reforms, reformers and reformers, intellectuals
and intellectuals. Not all reforms promote disorder; not all
reformers have been instrumental in instituting tyranny;
not all intellectuals have contributed to the circumscription
of liberty. The species involved must be distinguished from
the genus,

Four Kinds of Reform

There are at least four levels or kinds of reform. The
one that has been most universally appealed to and most
generally recognized as beneficial has been individual re-
form. Prophets, preachers, and teachers have ever exhorted
their hearers to repent and to reform. They have usually
meant that the individual should regroup and integrate
the forces within him, that these should be brought to
bear upon some worth-while object or end, and that he
should act morally and responsibly in the course of his life.

Advocates of this kind of reform differ as to how it may
be achieved. Some hold that such inner reform can only be
wrought by the Grace of God. Others hold that it can be
done by acts of the human will. Idealists usually hold that
it is accomplished by focusing upon some worthy ideal.
But they all agree that inward reform is possible and desir-
able. Such reforms and reformers need not detain us for
long. They have been with us for as long as there are
records, and they have certainly not wrought the contempo-
rary predicament. We need only pause to wish them well,
and move on.

The second level may be called institutional reform.
Such reform is concerned with the changing, creating, or
disposing of organizations. Examples of this kind of re-
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form would be the writing and amendment of constitu-
tions, extension or restriction of the suffrage, changes in
the modes of the selection of officials, the abolition of trial
by jury, the creation of boards and commissions, and so
forth.

Since institutions are means to ends, their reform does
not necessarily entail movement in any particular direc-
tion, Thus, institutions may be reformed so as to create
a balance of power in government and enhance liberty.
Reform may even give formal recognition to traditional
but unestablished institutions. It can be so radical, how-
ever, as to disrupt the tenor of political life. And reform
can be used to destroy or undermine the institutions which
protect liberty and maintain order within society. It all de-
pends upon the methods used and the end that is in view
as to the tendency of such reform.

The third kind of reform is much more difficult to name,
It should be called liberal reform, despite the semantic
difficulties involved. Liberal reform is that which removes
legal restrictions upon the individual and thus enhances
his liberty. There was a great deal of such reform in the
eighteenth and nineteenth century in Europe and America.
Examples would be the abolition of slavery, the removal of
mercantile restrictions upon the economy, the disestablish-
ment of churches, the abolition of primogeniture and en-
tail, and the revocation of class privileges. It was these
kinds of reform that gave reform a good name in the
nineteenth century and helped to establish the reform
bent.

It should be noted, however, that the method of reform
is very important even if the end can be universally ac-
claimed. Thus, the abolition of slavery could be carried
out in such a way as to respect the property values in-
volved, or it could be carried out so as to amount to the
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confiscation of property. The latter was the method used
in America; hence, it was accomplished by aggression and
accompanied by deep rents in the fabric of society. In gen-
eral, though, where liberal reform was accomplished by
appropriate means it was conducive to order, liberty, and
prosperity.

The fourth kind of reform is ameliorative reform. This
sort of reform involves the use of govermmental power to
improve people or the conditions of their lives. It is what
is ordinarily meant today by social reform, though strictly
speaking institutional and liberal reforms are social re-
forms also. Examples of ameliorative reform can be given
that range all the way from a compulsory social security
tax to the wholesale confiscation of property. The advo-
cates of such reform are usually called “liberals” in twen-
tieth century America, but they have worn many labels in
the world: democratic socialists, social democrats, commu-
nists, revolutionary socialists, fascists, and so on.

Method is important, of course, and peoples bearing
these names subscribe to a great variety of methods. It is
better to have one’s purse stolen than to have his life
taken. It is better to be put into prison, other things being
equal, than to be shot in the back of the neck. It may
even be better to have a limited redistribution of wealth
accomplished by parliamentary means than to have a die-
tator proclaim the confiscation of all private property. But
all varieties of meliorists appear to share many common
objectives in the contemporary world. They want to make
over man and society by political means so that they will

! Technically, Marxist revolutionaries are not reformers. In
fact, however, they have not destroyed governmental power, as
they were supposed to do, but have seized it. They then use
it to effect their ends. That is, they become reformers.
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conform to some version they have in mind. Such reforms,
when they have been undertaken, have resulted in wide-
spread disorder, suffering, violence, and loss of liberty.

It would take us too far afield from the present inquiry
to enter into extensive proofs of the connection between
ameliorative reform and the resultant disorder and
tyranny. Let us be content, then, with an axiomatic state-
ment of the reasons for the connection. To wit: men live
their lives within a framework of customary relations and
patterns for achieving their ends and solving their prob-
lems. In the absence of positive force, they have worked
out and accepted these patterns voluntarily, or they sub-
mit to them willingly. Any alteration of these by govern-
ment involves the use or threat of force, for that is how
governments operate. The old order must be replaced by
a new order for the reform to be achieved. The result of
the forceful effort to do this is disorder.

Theoretically, the new order replaces the old order; in
fact, it does not. It is, at best, an uneasy peace maintained
by the presence of armies, as it were, for these may be
only an augmented police force. Men may adjust to the
new disorder, resume the course of their lives as best they
can, and submit more or less to conditions. In time, they
may even forget that the system is maintained by force,
or that things could be otherwise. After all, most peoples
at most times have lived under varying degrees of oppres-
sion. Nonetheless, ameliorative reform introduces violence
into life. The force charged with keeping the peace be-
comes the disturber of the peace. Traditional relationships
are disrupted. Liberty is restricted and reduced.

The amount of suffering depends upon the kind and
degree of reforms. In communist lands, actual starvation
often follows the attempt to make over society. More mod-
erate reforms may only lead to the decline of investment
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in industry, to the deprivation of those on fixed incomes,
to the loss of spontaneity in human relations, to a desul-
tory conformity to the establishment, to the rigidity of con-
ditions, and so on. A considerable literature now exists
detailing the consequences of ameliorative reform efforts
by governments; anyone not convinced by theoretical
proofs should avail himself of it.

Reformist Intellectuals

The blueprints for ameliorative reforms (and revolutions
which have eventuated in reform) have been provided by
intellectuals. They run the gamut from Saint-Simon to
Karl Marx to Eduard Bernstein to Georgy Plekhanov to
Karl Kautsky to George Bernard Shaw to Sidney and Bea-
trice Webb to Eugene Debs to Lester Frank Ward to John
Dewey. These, and many others, have made analyses,
drawn plans, described utopias, provided visions, and, in
short, have supplied the ideclogical ammunition in the
battle for ameliorative reform. There is a sense, then, in
which it can be said that intellectuals have caused the
reform effort.

Certainly, it would be valid to say that the initiative for
such efforts has come from reformist intellectuals under
the sway of ideclogies. This fact has brought forth from
some the conclusion that the attempt to make man and
society over results from some inherent trait in the intel-
lectual, or that the real villain of the piece is something

21t is not my contention that all disorder and suffering are
caused by governmental intervention or that they would dis-
appear if it did. On the contrary, suffering and disorder-—both
individual and social-—have always existed for human beings
and, so far as I know, will continue to do so. My concern is
with that portion of suffering and disorder caused by planning
and executed by collective endeavor.
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that may be called intellectualism. Undoubtedly, “intel-
lectual” can be defined so as to refer only to those who
want to make the world over, and “intellectualism” can be
defined as the inherent outlock which promotes such re-
formism.

This is a dubious use of language. It does not conform
to contemporary conventional usage nor does it take into
account the etymology of the words. In the current par-
lance, an intellectual is one who works mainly with ideas.
The American College Dictionary defines “intellectual” as
“appealing to or engaging the intellect . . ., of or pertain-
ing to the intellect . . ., directed or inclined toward things
that involve the intellect . . . , possessing or showing in-
tellect or mental capacity, esp. to a high degree. . . .7

Such definitions apply equally as well to those who
oppose reform as to those who favor and advance it. It
may be that those who work with ideas are more likely
to make mistakes in the realm of ideas than those who do
not, in something of the same way that those who con-
struct tall buildings are more apt to die from falling than
those who stay on the ground. At the same time, those
who are at home in the realm of ideas should be least
likely to use them wrongly. If that is not the case, the
matter requires explanation, not definition,

The question can now be framed which will bring us to
the heart of the inquiry. Why have so many modern intel-
lectuals been devoted to ameliorative reform and/or revo-
lution? Why have they (and do they) promote reforms
which, when put into effect, result in disorder, violence,
and oppression? Is it because they love disorder? Is it be-
cause they are violent men by nature? Is it because they
despise liberty and long to see oppression introduced?
There may be intellectuals of such a character, but maost
of them certainly are not. Probably, no group of people
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has ever been so devoted to the ideas of peace, harmony,
freedom, and plenty as have modern intellectuals. Their
works are replete with references to these words, and con-
tain numerous plans for the realization of the goals that
are implicit in them.

There have been explanations from those who perceive
that many intellectuals are actually at war with that which
they profess to seek. Ome of these stems from the con-
spiracy theory of history. According to some versions of
this view, intellectuals are “dupes” of the conspirators,
notably those in the communist conspiracy, or else they are
part of the conspiracy. This view is given a certain plausi-
bility by the existence of a communist conspiracy, and
by the attraction which communism has had for intel-
lectuals over the years.

But it must be noted that communism was an idea be-
fore any conspiracy existed, that it, too, was a product of
intellectuals. Moreover, there have been and are many
anticommunist intellectuals who are wedded to melioristic
reform. Most reformist ideas have been openly advocated
or presented, quite often long before any conspiracy ex-
isted. Conspiracies have to do largely with the destruction
or seizure of govermmental power, though this is some-
times advanced by ideclogical subversion, which may also
be covert. It should be noted, too, that some intellectuals
have been taken in, or so they claim, by “front” organiza-
tions.

But after everything has been said for this theory, there
are too many facts, and too many intellectuals, which it
does not account for. Why, for instance, are intellectuals
so readily attracted to communism? Since they are sup-
posedly adept at ideas, they ought to be the first to per-
ceive errors in them. Instead, intellectuals are the one
group in a country from which the largest contingent sym-
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pathetic to communism can be drawn. This must mean
that many intellectuals are already committed to the idea
of reconstructing the world before they accept any particu-
lar ideology, or, to put it another way, that they are prone
to ideologies which contain plans for remaking the world.
Conspiracies are not causes of ideas, but effects; they may
be used to promote particular causes, but they are crea-
tions, not creators.

There is another explanation, not quite a formal theory,
for accounting for the reformist predilections of intellec-
tuals. It goes something like this: Intellectuals want power
and prestige. Reformism offers opportunities for them to
achieve these, for they can draw up the plans and to some
extent direct the execution of them. To put it baldly, in-
tellectuals do not care how much destruction they wreak
so long as they can achieve their own personal power
objectives. To anyone who has known or read the works
of many reformist intellectuals, this view should be in-
credible.

Of course, none of us knows the hidden motives of an-
other, but such a view does not square in many instances
with what we do know. The theories of most reformists
have not been power theories at all. Earlier reformers quite
often envisioned a condition in which all political power
had been destroyed, when relations among people were
free and spontaneous, when the last vestiges of the ex-
ploitation of man by man had been removed from human
relationships. This thesis can have only limited application
at most.

Gulf Between Vision and Reality

This work will be devoted to making a quite different
explanation. My thesis will be that the gross disparity be-
tween the visions of the intellectuals and the realities
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which they help to create and perpetuate has resulted
from limitations in their conception of reality. They visual-
ize freedom and create oppression. Assuming their good
faith and sincerity, this can only mean that they have
misconceived the materials with which they are working.
Many intellectuals are indeed deluded, but it is no simple
delusion such as is imagined when they are described as
“duped.” It is a delusion rooted deeply in the contemporary
outlook, supported by voluminous research, propagated by
a prodigious educational effort, and developed by a stead-
fast attention to an aspect of reality. It has an extensive
history and has been developed by some of the best minds
of the last century.

The centerpiece of the delusion is the belief that there
are no limits to man’s creativity. Reality can be endlessly
shaped and reshaped to suit the purposes of men. In effect,
man has no fixed nature; the universe contains no unalter-
able laws. Stated so bluntly, many intellectuals might
hedge at subscribing to these premises. Yet these are sub-
stantially the premises upon which reformist intellectuals
have based many of their programs. They have, as R. R.
Palmer said of Napoleon Bonaparte in the prefatory quo-
tation to this chapter, “regarded the world as a flux to be
formed by . . . {their] own mind[s].

The flight of the intellectuals from reality has not gone
entirely unremarked, In the following quotations, each
taken from a different contemporary writer, the phenome-
non is recognized, though the intellectuals are character-
ized by different names by each writer. Thus, Thomas
Malnar calls them “progressives,” but he is talking about
the reformist intellectual:

.. . It [his description] points to the basic attitude of
the progressive, his contempt for the structure of life,
its given situations and hard data; and it evokes the im-
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patience with which he presses for the social, political,
economic, international pattern that his ideology dic-
tates him to favor. . . . The envisaged and blurred pic-
ture of what would be the opposite of life’s actual im-
perfect conditions has a great fascination for him, and
he is apt to denounce as cynics those who call him back
from the nowhere-never land to reality®

Fric Voegelin calls the phenomenon “gnesticism,” but
he, too, is describing the attitude of the reformist intellec-
tual in the following:

. . . In the Gnostic dream world . . . nonrecognition
of reality is the first principle. As a consequence, types
of action which in the real world would be considered
as morally insane because of the real effect which they
have will be considered moral in the dream world be-
cause they intended an entirely different effect. The gap
between intended and real effect will be imputed not
to the Gnostic immorality of ignoring the structure of
reality but to the immorality of some other person or
society that does not behave as it should behave accord-
ing to the dream conception of cause and effect.*

Calling them “liberals,” and getting down to specifics,
James Burnham says:

.. . The liberal ideologues proceed in a manner long
familiar to both religion and psychology: by construct-
ing a new reality of their own, a transcendental world,
where the soul may take refuge from the prosaic, un-
pleasant world of space and time. In that new and bet-
ter world, the abandonment of a million of one’s own
countrymen and the capitulation to a band of ferocious
terrorists become transformed into what is called “liber-

¢ Thomas Molnar, The Decline of the Intellectual (Cleveland:
World Publishing Company, A Meridian Beok, 1961), p. 132.

4 Eric Voegelin, The New Science of Politics (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1952), pp. 169-70.
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ation,” , . . A crude imperialist grab in the South Seas
or the Indian subcontinent becomes a clearing up of the
vestiges of colonialism, The failure to retaliate against
gross insults and injuries to envoys, citizens and prop-
erty becomes a proof of maturity and wisdom.®

But this view has to be seen to be believed. It must be
set forth in its complexity and depth, with an understand-
ing that the quest for truth is not undertaken in a well-
lighted room. It is undertaken by men who see only in
part, and to the extent that they concentrate their atten-
tion upon the most illusory part, to that same extent they
may be drawn farther and farther from the chject of their
search. None of us is immune from this partiality of sight.
Thus, it is necessary that we repair to the concrete realities
of history, in humility submitting assertions to the test of
fact and reason. We must relive, if only in the imagination
of the recreation that is history, the sojourn of the reform-
ist intellectual before we can understand him and the
delusion into which he has been ensnared.

The reformist intellectual, then, has been caught up in
a flight from reality. What is to follow will be largely an
account of that flight, told against a background of the
central Western tradition of what constitutes reality. The
main attention will be focused upon the thought of the
American reformist intellectuals, but this will be recounted
alongside European intellectual developments, of which
the American forms a part.

5 James Burnham, Suicide of the West (New York: John
Day, 1964), p. 302.



Symptoms of the Flight

A NYONE WHO ANNOUNCED TO AN ACADEMIC AUDIENCE
that he was going to do a work on “The Flight from
Reality” might expect that the first questions he would be
asked would go something like the following: “What is
reality?” Or, “What do you mean by reality?” That such
questions would almost certainly be asked may be itself
the leading sign of the flight from reality. The questions
are important, of course, and will require answers, but
for the moment that can be deferred to deal with their
implications.

Indications are that few people in academic circles
would consider it strange that the question of what con-
stitutes reality should be raised. In a contemporary work
on the history of Western philosophy—a book which traces
thought from Thales in ancient Greece to Bertrand Russell
in modern Britain—the scholar concludes with these ob-
servations, among others:

So far we have tried to suggest that, even though
they are not eternally true, the answers philosophy gives
are useful and significant in terms of their cultural con-
text. Now we must point out that, valuable as philoso-
phy's answers are, they are not as important as the
questions philosophy asks. In fact, we may say that the
chief function of philosophy is to ask guestions, rather
than to answer them. Its function is to rebuff all forms
of dogmatism and intolerance, to keep before the mind

20
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a sense of possibilities unrealized. . . . Thus the real
utility of philosophy lies precisely in what seems to some
its futility. Its especial competence lies in its seceming
incompetence—in the way in which it discourages too
definitive conclusions and too neat solutions.!

In short, it appears that philosophy succeeds to just
that extent that it fails to answer the questions that it
raises, But lest this state of affairs be supposed to be re-
stricted to philosophy, the writer assures us that the matter
is otherwise.

The “incompetence” of philosophy is . . . not a
peculiarity of philosophy. None of the sciences has at-
tained an eternal truth. Consider what relativity has
done to Newtonian physics. . . . Or consider what the
discovery of the non-Euclidian geometries has done to
mathematics.?

One might suppose, then, that intellectuals, scholars,
and teachers would be found in sackcloth and ashes, re-
penting their impostures upon society or praying for
guidance that they might find some truth. Obviously, such
is not the case. They make a virtue of the failure to attain
truth and belabor those who would proclaim truth as “in-
tolerant” and “presumptuous.”

We might expect, at the least, that the clients and
patrons of such education would withdraw their support,
On the contrary, as is well known, intellectuals, scholars,
and teachers have never before enjoyed such influence and
affluence as they do today. Billions of dollars are poured
into education; students come forth in ever greater num-
bers to educational institutions; research receives bounti-

I'W. T. Jones, A History of Western Philosophy (New York:
Harcourt, Brace, 1952), p. 995, Italics mine.

2 Ibid., p. 997.
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ful support from governments and industries, philanthro-
pists and politicians. The failure to attain truth does not
appear to inhibit men from “professing” it and students
from purchasing whatever it is they have to teach, If the
value lies only, or even predominantly, in the quest, one
wonders why so many should choose the academic en-
deavor. Why not, instead, “quest” for a lower golf score?
At least there are standards by which improvements in a
golf game can be measured.

There is much more to the story of contemporary edu-
cation, however, as will become clear later. But on the
face of it, such attitudes as the above surely constitute
symptoms of a flight from reality, both by professors and
patrons.

The matter cuts deeper, too. It is true that the study of
philosophy has been in somewhat of a decline for a good
many vears. This would appear to be a realistic response to
the bankruptcy of philosophy, understandable and even
commendable. Actually, no such interpretation can be
allowed, If philosophy is indeed bankrupt, we cannot
know whether the giving up of the quest for truth by way
of philosophy is realistic or not. For we do not know what
is real. The central problem of philosophy is the determina-
tion of what is real. If philosophers have not arrived at
truth in this regard, it should be cbvious that truth can-
not be attested in any other area of thought. The possi-
bility of illusion in all matters would be ever present, and
no means for separating the illusory from the real would
exist. Reason would be of no use, for reason is only as
valid as the premises upon which it rests, and the premises
must be referable to some reality.

Nor can the scholar take refuge in methods and quests.
The man who claims that he is concerned only with im-
parting a method may be making an honest statement, but
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he is evading the central question about his labors. How
does he know that his method is of any value? The method
can only be of use in arriving at truth if it is related to
reality in such a way as to discover truth. The employment
of a method or an endless quest for the unattainable may
have subjective personal value, of course, just as mountain
climbing may have, but this can only concern the indi-
vidual involved, not the public at large.

That philosophers should blithely announce the futility
of their quest, that scholars should ignore the consequent
absence of underpinnings in their endeavors, that the
public should provide support for research that has mot
been carefully related to some truth, that students should
spend years learning methods which may have no applica-
bility to the achievement of their ends, and that hardly
anyone in a vast establishment should bother to mention
the matter, should certainly be construed as a symptom
of the flight from reality. Indeed, the lack of concern about
first things that is involved in the state of philosophical
thought comes very close to being the flight from reality
itself.

But let us stick with symptoms at this point in the
study, There are a great many of these. Only a few can be
given, and the ones chosen as examples should demon-
strate that the flight is widespread, that the intellectuals
have succeeded in drawing much of the populace, or at
least policy makers, into the web of their illusion. The next
two examples will be drawn from economics.

Monetary Manipulation

One of the most pronounced symptoms of the flight in
economics is the handling of monetary matters by govern-
ments. Specifically, governments virtually everywhere en-
gage in monetary manipulation. They engage in deficit
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spending, public works programs to revive sagging econ-
omies, issuance of fiat money by banks under their control,
the establishment of minimum wages, and so on. In or-
der to be able to do this, governments make one of the
simplest flights from reality: they cease to make payments
in specie—that is, gold or silver. Following this, their flights
become much more imaginative and complex.

The justifications for monetary manipulation are numer-
ous and ingenious. Money is identified with “purchasing
power,” and apologists propose to increase “purchasing
power” by increasing the amount of money in circulation.
Monetary manipulation is used as a method of spurring in-
vestment. Consumer spending is promoted by government
expenditures which will place money in the hands of
CONSUMETS.

Such practices, and the justifications offered, are found-
ed upon misunderstandings about the nature of money, if
we assume that the apologies are seriously made. Money
is a medium of exchange. It is that ihrough which an ex-
change of goods and services is effected. Transfers of
commodities from one owner to another are made by the
use of money. The “purchasing power” resides in the
commodities, however, not in the money. (Money may, of
course, be a commodity itself, as when some precious
metal is used. In this case, it would have “purchasing
power,” which would derive from its commodity value.)
The fact that people will turn over goods and services to
others in return for money creates an illusion that money
has “purchasing power.”

Governments, presumably operating under the sway of
this illusion, increase the amount of currency in circula-
tion. By so doing, they do not increase the “purchasing
power” of the citizenry, Instead, they reduce the amount of
goods which will be turned over for a given amount of
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money, reduce it in proportion to the amount of the mone-
tary increase. Since what money will purchase depends
upon the amount of goods and services available, the only
way to increase the “purchasing power” of the citizenry is
to increase the amount of those goods and services, If the
amount of goods are increased and if the amount of cur-
rency remains the same, a given amount of money will,
in effect, command more goods.

While an increase in the supply of money does not in-
crease “purchasing power,” it does have consequences. By
increasing the amount of money in circulation, govern-
ments confiscate a portion of the value of the money which
anyone happens to hold or have due him at the time of the
increase. Governments also can and do redistribute this
confiscated wealth by spending programs and by other
devices. In short, programs which are advanced as stim-
ulants to the economy are, in effect, programs for the re-
distribution of the wealth.

It is difficult to determine whether inflationary programs
are symptoms of a flight from reality by those who advance
them or by the general public which accepts them. The
United States government has had economic advisers in
influential positions for years. These have consistently
advanced inflationary policies. They are either ignorant of
the consequences of such actions or they are guilty of
making surreptitious proposals for the redistribution of
the wealth,

Foreign Aid

Another symptom can also be given from the economic
sphere. This one has to do with economic assistance given
by the United States to other countries since World War II.
As is well known, the United States government has spent
huge sums of money on foreign aid. This aid has taken
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many forms: outright grants, technical assistance, “mu-
tual” assistance, loans, and so forth, The aid has been justi-
fied on many grounds: the responsibility for aiding allies
in postwar reconstruction, the containment of communism,
national self-interest, humanitarianism, among others.

Let us restrict our discussion to the economic and hu-
manitarian justifications, however, The humanitarian ar-
gument usually goes something like this: There is great
suffering in the world, occasioned by hunger, malnutrition,
and disease. The United States is a wealthy nation, and it
should share its bounty with those in need. The two state-
ments which follow are based mainly on these premises.
The first one was made by a representative of the National
Council of Churches of Christ in the U.8.A., and on its be-
half:

We believe human life is sacred, being of primary
value, so mutual aid is indispensable as it literally makes
the difference between life and death for some people,
and improves living for millions of others.®

The second is from a statement made for the Society of
Friends:

United States policy should be designed to help that
part of the human race, about two-thirds of whom are
sick or illiterate or politically or economically disad-
vantaged, develop their God-given potentialities. It
means primarily helping others help themselves to do
the things they want to do toward our joint com-
munity aspirations and ideals. This kind of program
must express both a deep, passionate concern for peo-
ple and a determination that they need not suffer from

3 Waldo Chamberlin, “Statement on Behalf of the National
Council of Churches of Christ in the U. S. A.,” United States
Foreign Aid, DeVere E. Pentony, ed. (San Francisco: Howard
Chandler, 1960), p. 48.
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conditions which are not their fault. We should settle
into this task on a long-range basis.?

It is understandable and even commendable that men
should be concerned with suffering and deprivation in dis-
tant lands. Let it be noted, too, that American policy was
(and is) responsible to some indeterminate degree. This
responsibility was not, however, humanitarian; it was
economic, though there might well be humanitarian
grounds for objecting to the economic policy which fos-
tered suffering. To understand American responsibility
for foreign deprivation, it is necessary to know something
about how foreign trade is conducted. Presumably, for-
eigners suffered to some extent because they could not
purchase goods which Americans had for sale. They could
not purchase these goods because Americans could not
{or would not) spend or invest comparable amounts abroad.

We can back into an explanation of this state of affairs
by stating the reason for it in this way: Foreign goods were
more expensive than their equivalent in American goods.
Therefore, Americans bought mainly goods of domestic
manufacture. In consequence, foreigners could not buy the
needed goods from America.

The solution to this problem should have been rather
simple, economically speaking. The people in a foreign
land who needed American goods should have devoted
themselves to producing those items which could be sold
cheaper in America than the ones of domestic origin. This
would have provided the wherewithal to purchase Ameri-
can goods. So they might, and probably would, have done
if the matter had been left in the economic sphere. It was
not, Instead, political interference had made economic so-

tEdward F. Snyder, “Statement on Behalf of the Friends
Committee on National Legislation,” in Tbid., pp. 50-51.
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lutions virtually impossible. Indeed, such responsibility as
Americans bore for the situation could be ascribed to po-
litical interference, though it should be kept in mind that
countries in which there was suffering often contributed
to their condition by domestic political interference.

To be more specific, the main obstacles to international
trade in the postwar period, so far as American action af-
fected it, were tariffs and subsidies. Protective tariffs kept
foreigners from being able to undersell American products
quite often. If some foreign land were able to overcome
even this handicap, a clamor would arise from the domes-
tic interest involved for higher tariffs or quotas, or both.

The other great difficulty was that American food prod-
ucts were quite often too high to be sold abroad or to effect
a general lowering of food prices in the world. This was
directly related to hunger and starvation. American prices
were kept high by allotments, parity payments, and other
subsidies. It should be kept in mind that foreign govern-
ments aggravated the situation by their own subsidies,
price supports, minimum wages, and import quotas. Many
governments scared away investors by nationalization and
confiscation of property, thus creating “underdevelopment”
and then clamoring for government-to-government loans to
take up the slack.

1t should be axiomatic that when political interference
has caused a problem, the solution to the problem would
be the removal of the political interference. It should be,
but it is not today. Instead, the attempt was made to solve
problems created by political action by additional political
intervention. By and large, governments continued their
tariffs, subsidies, regulations, and nationalizations. Ameri-
ca granted and loaned money so that other countries could
buy goods from America, hire technical assistants, and
make capital investments.
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The problems that this course of development has cre-
ated are legion. Foreign countries became dependent upon
the United States; the aid was quite often used to bolster
corrupt regimes; nations spent huge sums upon pres-
tigious items such as steel mills (though it cost them much
more to produce steel than they could have bought it for on
the world market) and airlines; and Americans have be-
come busily engaged in interfering in the internal affairs
of countries around the world. The debilitating effects of
these developments upon the independence and strength
of the countries involved need not be dwelt upon here.
The economic distortions produced by progressive inter-
vention are manifold.

Much more could be said about these matters, but
enough has been said to make the peoint, Under the guise
of humanitarianism and defense, Americans have been
drawn into a web of intertwined interventionism. Foreign
aid has often forestalled the economic consequences of
intervention for foreign countries (such as bolstering the
Labor Government in England in the late 1940’s), but it
could not solve the problems, for it was related to the
causes only in the sense that it was like them. Intervening
to solve problems caused by intervention can be likened
to breaking the other leg of a man who already has one
broken leg in order to get him back on his feet. The fact
that Americans have been pursuing such policies rather
consistently is another symptom of the flight from reality.

Identity of Government with People

Let us take an example now from the area of political
theory. The most fruitful field for discovering some flight
in the contemporary world would be theories concerning
democracy. The myths about democracy are so numerous
that to select one is necessarily to neglect a great many
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others. Perhaps the central one, however, can be phrased
this way: In a democracy the government is the people. A
complete identification exists between the government and
the people. According to this view, government in a democ-
racy manages to catch up, congeal, and utilize the whole
being of a people. More than a hundred years ago, the
American historian, George Bancroft, suggested some such
notion in the following words:

Thus the opinion which we respect is, indeed, not the
opinion of one or of a few, but the sagacity of the many.
It is hard for the pride of cultivated philosophy to put its
ear to the ground and listen reverently to the voice of
lowly humanity; yet the people collectively are wiser
than the most gifted individual, for all his wisdom con-
stitutes but a part of theirs. . . . It is when the multitude
give counsel that right purposes find safety; theirs is the
fixedness that cannot be shaken; theirs is the under-
standing which exceeds in wisdom; theirs is the heart of
which the largeness is as the sand on the seashore.®

Whatever this passage may mean, it is certainly in-
tended as a justification of democracy. And, so far as it is,
it suggests that a complete identity of people and govern-
ment occurs. Of course, Bancroft actually assumes such
an identity and is bent upon arguing the superiority of
decisions reached by the people collectively. Our concern,
however, is not with the contention but with the assump-
tion.

All sorts of conclusions are regularly drawn from this
supposed identity of the government with the people. For
example, some say that there is no need to worry about

5 George Bancroft, “The Office of the People in Art, Govern-
ment and Religion,” Social Theories of Jacksonian Democracy,
Joseph L. Blau, ed. (New York: Liberal Arts Press, 1954), p.
269.
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the public debt. After ail, they say, we owe it to ourselves.
Others impute morality to government because of its iden-
tity with the people. The foreign aid, discussed above, was
supported on moral grounds, and this was made to appear
logical by assumptions about democracy. Some would hold
the American people individually and collectively respon-
sible for the actions of the government in a democracy. It
has been alleged, for example, that the American people
bore such guilt as there may have been for the dropping of
the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Again, the identification
theory tends to validate such an allegation,

Let us set this assumption beside political realities in
America, since it is commonly held that the United States
is a democracy. Is, or could, such an identification be
effected by the political processes now employed? The
most common procedure followed by the citizenry to par-
ticipate in government is by voting. By voting the citizen
marks an “X” or pulls a lever beside the name of the can-
didate for whom he votes. He has chosen one name from
among two or more, if the office was contested. If a major-
ity of those voting chose the name, he has helped to select
the man who will serve, if the vote was in the general
election. If his candidate was not elected, he has partici-
pated in the election, but only to a most limited extent in
the governmental actions that stem from the man elected.

But, to keep matters simple, let us suppose that his can-
didate won. Does this mean that there is a complete iden-
tity between the voter and the man elected? Hardly. The
voter may have known nothing of any of the candidates
and have marked his ballot for the one whao headed the list.
On the other hand, he may have carefully considered the
positions of the men on a number of issues and voted for
the man who favored a preponderance of those he favored.
The voter would not have been unusval, however, if he
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had voted against the man he disliked by voting for the
other candidate, Quite possibly, none of the candidates
suited him, but he voted for the one he considered the
lesser of the evils.

In any case, so far as the elected official represents the
government, so far as voting coincides with participation,
no complete identification has been made between the
people and the government. By participating in the elec-
tion, the citizen may have given his tacit approval to the
electoral system. By failing to revolt, he may even have
given tacit approval to the government. By voting for the
candidates of one political party rather than those of an-
other, he may have some effect on general policies to be
pursued.

But there is no way to stretch the cloth of the present
political process to make a suit that will fit the notion of
complete identification between the people and the govern-
ment. Since no such identification has been vouchsafed, all
programs based upon the premise of identity are insecurely
based. In fact, they have no real base or foundation. In
short, American acceptance, so far as it exists, of the belief,
that the public debt poses no problem because we owe it
to ourselves, that governments can act morally, that there
is a collective responsibility for all government action in a
democracy, should be taken as another symptom of the
flight from reality.

Government and Birth Control

One other symptom may be noted. There is much pro-
fessed concern today about what is known as the popula-
tion explosion. Dire predictions are made about what life
will be like if the population increase continues as it has
in recent decades. They may be right, but what do they
propose to do about it? Most proposals have had to do with
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birth control. An effort has been made to get the United
States government to make available information and per-
haps devices for birth control. How much and to what
extent governments could or should effect birth control is,
of course, highly controversial. But, if government action
is taken, it should be noted that governments will be dis-
couraging with one hand what they have been encouraging
with the other.

Surely, one of the greatest rational deterrents to having
children is the considerable financial responsibility in-
volved. When parents are responsible for feeding, clothing,
educating, innoculating, and entertaining their children,
they will be most likely to have second thoughts about large
families. Modern governments have, however, taken over
a considerable part of these activities. Presumably, the
same people who favor government propagation of infor-
mation about birth control would favor an extension of
governmental activities in education, in building parks,
playgrounds, and zoos, and in providing medical care.
They would thus favor relieving parents of responsibilities
which they still have. Moreover, tax exemptions for chil-
dren would seem to promote the bearing of children, if
government action affects the matter at all. In short, pro-
posals are made that government facilitate child bearing
on the one hand and promote birth control on the other.

Ne one, to my knowledge, has pointed out these incon-
sistencies. The fact that they are not generally recognized
as inconsistencies is yet another symptom of the flight.

Many other examples could be given of the symptoms of
the flight from reality. They could be taken from develop-
ments in the arts, in religion, in international relations,
in the use of technology, and so on. But perhaps the point
has been made. There are widespread indications that
programs, policies, studies, and actions are not being
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checked against any reality. Philosophers proclaim that
they cannot determine what is real. Economists sanction
programs which bear only a tangential relation to any
discernible economic reality. Political theorists concoct re-
lationships that can by no stretch of the imagination be
induced from the facts. School building goes on apace and
students multiply; yet many professors are in the position
of not being able to decide whether education deals with
reality or not. These must be signs of a flight from reality.

Now it is not my contention that no system of ideas
would support the programs and actions described. On
the contrary, it is my belief that there is a vast ideclogical
edifice being used as a launching pad for the flight from
reality. My point will be, however, that this launching pad
is suspended in mid-air, hanging from a sky hook, as it
were. To be more literal, the systems of ideas which are
supposed to support the programs are themselves not
founded in reality.

The proof of this assertion must be made in connection
with a conception of reality, however. Until that is set
forth, the above are largely examples of inconsistencies,
evidence of a widespread disparity between announced
aims and the methods used to arrive at the aims. Incon-
sistencies are symptoms, not the thing itself. Diagnostical-
ly, symptoms tell us something is amiss, in this case that
departures have been made from reality. Such a conclu-
sion in the realm of ideas is roughly equivalent to a medi-
cal conclusion that the patient is ill. What is wanted, in
both cases, is to know what the specific cause of the
trouble is. To adjudge the character and content of a
flight from reality, it must be viewed from the vantage
point of reality.
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The Nature of Reality

IT 1s NOT DIFFICULT FOR MOST OF US TO UNDERSTAND
the desire to reform things. On the surface, at least, there
is so much that is not the way it should be; or, if that
formulation be not acceptable, there is so much that is not
the way we would have it be. Many people do not behave
in ways that are pleasing to us. They fritter away their
time, occupy themselves with amusements that are in
reality anesthetics, prefer the dulling to the ennobling
experience, act irresponsibly, waste their talents, and fail
to devote themselves to the improvement of themselves and
others.

Nor does the world appear to be perfectly ordered.
Notice how unequally the resources for human living are
distributed on the earth. Here is a drought while there is
a flood; here is abundance, even surplus, while there is
scarcity, even hunger; here the land is fertile while there
it is arid, It seems that there is much injustice on this
planet. Children who are born of poor parents have not
the advantages of those born of rich ones. Men whose land
is infertile eke out a bare existence by the sweat of their
brow, while those more favorably situated live in the lap
of luxury, Men die at an early age before their promise
has been fulfilled. There is suffering, deprivation, disease,
hunger, malnutrition, disfiguration, malformation of
bodies, and so on through all the variants of things to
which flesh is heir.

35
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Surely, many will say, things are not as they should be.
Why not set them aright? Why not remake man and so-
clety more in keeping with our vision of them? Why not
introduce those reforms which will most likely lead to an
improved world in which to live? More specifically, why
not use the power of government to accomplish these ends?

At its deepest, the reform impetus has been animated
by such guestions and vistons as are formulated above. It
is understandable, I say, for men to think in this manner,
for them to want to pool their power and accomplish such
apparently worth-while ends. Some would go so far as to
say that it is natural for men to think this way. But this
last statement should not be accepted. The historical record
will not support the view that the urge to reform, in this
all-embracing fashion, is natural, unless we believe that
most men at most times have been unnatuoral. The fact is
that this reformist view is almost entirely restricted to
the last hundred years or so, and prcbably only became
more generally accepted in the last twenty to forty years.

Most men have not believed that it was possible to alter,
fundamentally, man, society, or the universe, or that it
would be desirable to do so if it could be done. True, peo-
ples have dabbled in magic, prayed for supernatural in-
tervention in the course of things, and occasionally used
government for ameliorative purposes. But these have had
some specific and very limited object, quite different from
the objective of remaking everything to accord with human
vision.

The major obstacle to unlimited reformism is reality it-
self. Historically, the major obstacle to the rise and tri-
umph of a reformist bent has been the conceptions which
men had of reality. There is no need to mask the fact that
the conceptions which men have had of reality may not
have been valid. It should be noted, too, that the special
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competence of historians of ideas extends only to an ac-
count of the ideas which men have held, not to the ac-
curacy, validity, or truth of the ideas. How, then, can a
historian do a work which has as its subject, The Flight
from Reality? Unless he means that many men no longer
have any conception of reality, has he not entered the
realm of philosophy for the validation of the thesis?

Actually, however, all work proceeds upon some con-
ception of reality, implicit or explicit, just as do all state-
ments which purport to contain truth. The difference in
this case is that the issue of what constitutes reality can-
not be evaded or simply assumed; it must be articulated in
order to validate the thesis,

In setting forth a conception of reality, however, I have
no intention of giving one that I have constructed. In
fact, I have not constructed one, nor have I felt it desir-
able to do so. The work has been done already, with many
variations and in great detail. There is a great tradition
of philosophy to which all those in Western civilization are
heirs. A conception of reality is embedded in our language,
informs our thought, is elaborated in our institutions, is im-
plicit in our customs, and can be found in books in our
libraries. The fact that a new conception of reality has
been developed in the last century or so does pose prob-
lems of validating the older conception, Even so, I accept
as valid some of the central insights of the Western tradi-
tion of philosophy and present them as an adequate con-
ception of reality for my purposes.

Histories of philosophy usually devote much of their
space to differences in philosophies. This is as it should
be. The student needs to know how Plato differs from
Aristotle, how Augustine differs from Thomas Aquinas, and
how David Hume differs from Thomas Hobbes. These dif-
ferences are sometimes great, and they are important. The
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focus upon the differences, however, may result in losing
sight of what these and other philosophers have in com-
mon.

The Western Tradition

There is a central tradition of Western philosophy, a
central insight, quest for, and belief about reality which
transcends the differences of such diverse men as Thales,
Pythagoras, Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Augustine, Anselm,
Aquinas, Duns Scotus, Descartes, Spinoza, Hobbes, and
Kant. They all belong, to a greater or lesser extent, to the
major tradition in Western philosophy. The tradition may
be called by a variety of names—Platonic-Aristotelian, ra-
tionalism, essentialism, realism (in the Medieval sense)—
but to be a philosopher in the West has usually meant to
belong to it. There have from time to time been dissenters
from it such as the Greek sophists and materialists, but
from the perspective of a long history these have been
but rivulets meandering into deserts where they dried up.
(Perhaps the figure is not quite right, for in the recent past
there has been a revival of sophistry in relativism and of
materialism in mechanistic and atomistic doctrines, but
that is a story that can be deferred for later discussion.)

The central insight of the Western tradition of philoso-
phy is that there is an enduring, even an eternal, reality.
Indeed, “the real” came to be defined in philosophy as
that which is fixed and unchanging. In the main, philoso-
phers have been bent upon making systematic accounts of
the universe, of matter, and of life, upon discovering
from whence things came and where they were going, upon
finding the common denominator which would bring unity
out of diversity, upon locating the primal stuff of the uni-
verse, and upon describing the cohesive principle that
orders reality, The history of philosophy in the West is
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traced from the appearance of efforts to do these things.

Permanence is not obviously the most prominent fea-
ture of reality. On the contrary, it is quite likely that the
untutored eye would discover not unity but diversity, not
order but disarray, not system but chaos, not purpose but
randomness, not fixity but change. To the senses, each
thing is different from every other thing. All things are
changing, if not perceptibly, then, over any considerable
period of time. Decay sets in rather rapidly for all material
things, that is, for all that comes to the senses.

One of the earlest philosophers, Heraclitus, perceived
the fluctuating character of all things and proceeded to
erect a philosophy around the permanence of flux. A
thoroughgoing philosophy of flux, however, tends to dis-
integrate the very world which men discoursed about long
before there was formal philosophy. “If everything is in a
state of change, the names which we give them become
misleading, for as soon as we label something we seem to
give it a ‘nature’ which is lasting. But if nothing endures,
all such labels are a vain and childish attempt to arrest the
passage of time, to grasp at fleeting shadows. . . ™

It should be clear, then, that long before the Greek
philosophers men had perceived an order in the world, that
they had incarnated these conceptions in language which
included class names and ways of referring to an ordered
reality. Philosophers did not simply create a vision of
reality; they worked with one that was already implied in
the culture which they had received. Much of philosophy
has been concerned with bringing to consciousness that
which is implied in language. This is not to say, as some
have, that philosophers have been simply playing with
words. On the contrary, they have been concerned to delve

1 Georée Boas, Rationalism in Greek Philosophy (Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins Press, 1961), p. 8.
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into a reality for which the received words of their culture
stand. The mainstream of Western philosophy has been
deeply rooted in cuiture and tradition. It has been to a
considerable extent the unraveling of such truth as was
bound up in language. (Anyone who holds that his lan-
guage does not embrace truth, is not descriptive for truth,
must first construct a new language by which to convey
any truths which he perceives.)

Quite possibly, the philosophical quest arose out of the
disparity between the inherited cultural vision of reality
and the world brought to men by their senses. What we do
know is that the early philosophers focused their attention
upon the distinction between appearance and reality. As
one writer says, “Whatever else may be said about early
Greek philosophy, it is safe to maintain that from its very
origins it made a distinction between the world as it ap-
pears to man and the world as it really is.” The central
view for Western philosophy is that of Plato, that there is
an underlying reality which is eternal, that change, decay,
disorder—the world of appearances—is an illusion insofar
as it appears to be that which is real.

Ultimate Reality

The real, then, is that which endures, or is eternal. But
what endures? There have been many ways of approach-
ing the answer to this question. It may be noted, too, that
an adequate answer accounts for both reality and appear-
ances. There is an answer which antedates philosophy but
which has subsequently been embedded in most philoso-
phies. In its monotheistic form, it is the view that God is
the real, that He is the everlasting, the unchanging, the
enduring, the eternal. He is the creator; all things come
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from Him; that which does not have its end and culmina-
tion in Him is illusory and unreal. This view was an article
of faith long before it was the subject of rational proofs.
Efforts at proving it have not succeeded for very long or for
very many in changing the fact that it is Faith’s answer
to the riddle of the universe. Philosophy proceeds discur-
sively; the above view leaps from appearance to reality,
not troubling to make the necessary steps.

From a rigorously theistic point of view, metaphysics has
usually been concerned with an intermediate realm be-
tween the physical world of appearances and the ultimate
reality which is God. In short, metaphysics has been the
study pursued by those seeking to discover and describe
that which gives order, structure, and form to the universe.
Metaphysicians have held that the universe is ordered,
that reality is structured, that there is a fixity beneath the
appearance of Hux.

Traditional Western philosophers have held that the
underlying reality is made up of essences. These essences
have been called by a variety of names, and these different
names involve some differences of character. But they all
refer to permanent features of reality. Essence has been
conceived as idea, as form, as potentiality, as law, or as
spirit. For some, the essence is that from which all things
derive, to others that toward which all things move. Es-
sences may usually be conceived of as absolutes, and they
serve the role of principles.

To pursue metaphysical thought any further would in-
volve us in particular systems. These are complicated and
vary considerably from one thinker to another. Undoubted-
ly, the most fertile systems for Western thought were
those set forth by Plato and Aristotle. Some hold that vir-
tually all directions taken by thinkers were at least im-
plied by Plato. It is doubtful that philosophic thought is
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cumulative in a significant way. There are still thinkers
who accept Aristotle or Aquinas as their masters. But over
the centuries there was an unfolding and elaboration
(though not necessarily progressive) of the premises and
assumptions of essentialism which was important.

The search for the permanent resulted in the discovery
of an impressive body of laws, the setting forth of condi-
tions within which human life is lived, and an under-
standing of the structured nature of reality. There were
gains and losses of knowledge over the centuries, depend-
ing upon the particular focus upon reality, the aptitude of
the searchers, and the breadth of the approach. A few of
these gains should be set forth as the central insights of
Western thought.

An Ordered Universe

Perhaps the central one of these, built upen the premise
of an enduring reality, is that there is an order in the uni-
verse. At the physical level, much of this order is available
to or can be confirmed by experience. There are predictable
regularities all around. The seasons of the year follow one
another in predictable fashion, and, having completed
their cycle, they recur. Seeds taken irom a plant reproduce
that plant, other things being equal. Animals go through
a cycle of life: birth, growth, maturity, death. “Then there
are also the regular changes in the positions of the heaven-
Iy bodies, beginning with the sun and the moon and after
them the planets. The regular sequence . . . of the
tides . . . , of eclipses of the sun and moon, were observed
at a very eaxly date.™

This same sort of regularity or order can be found in
other realms, tco. The order that has long enamored

s Ibid., p. 5.
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philosophers, since the time of the Pythagoreans, is that
in mathematics. H. D. F. Kitto gives an experience of his
which must parallel that of early mathematicians, and
which awakens a sense of the matvelous character of
mathematics:

.. . It occurred to me to wonder what was the differ-
ence between the square of a number and the product
of its next-door neighbours. 10 x 10 proved to be 100,
and 11 x 9 — 99-—one less. It was interesting to find that
6 x 6 and 7 x 5 was just the same, and with growing
excitement 1 discovered, and algebraically proved, the
law that this product must always be one less than the
square. The next step was to consider the behavior of
next-door neighbours but one, and it was with great de-
light that I disclosed to myself a whole system of numer-

ical behavior. . . . With increasing wonder I worked
out the series 10 x 10 == 100; 9x 11 = 99; 8 x 12 = 0§,
7x 13 =91. .. and found that the differences were,
successively, 1, 3, 5, 7 . . . the odd-number series.

He draws the conclusion:

Then I knew how the Pythagoreans felt when they
made these same discoveries. . . . Did Heraclitus declare
that everything is always changing? Here are things
that do not change, entities that are eternal, free from
the flesh that corrupts, independent of the imperfect
senses, perfectly apprehensible through the mind.4

When and as men discovered that these two kinds of
orders—the physical and mathematical —were linked to-
gether in a reality that could be discovered and described,
their sense of wonder and awe sometimes surpassed the
bounds of Ianguage to capture. There have been many dis-
coveries of this remarkable linkage, but none was more
exuberant than Johannes Kepler in reporting them:

1H. D. F. Kitto, The Greeks (Baltimore: Penguin Books,
1951), pp. 191-92.



