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blin’s Wettorn Qsostr The Prim*- 
ples of CtoilixaHon by Denis de 
Rougemont. Harper. 197 pp. $3.00. 

by T h o m  Molnar 

Europe today is in search of its 
unity, and the European intel- 
lectual feels commissioned to find 
the unifying principle of what may 
be tomorrow’s federation. In other 
societies common needs, similarity 
of interests and aspirations may be 
a su5cient ground for embarking 
upon such an advenpre; in Eu- 
rope,’ among politicians, philoso- 
phers and writers, it is felt that if 
the specific flavor of the old na- 
tional and cultural diversity is to 
enter the chemistry of the new 
formation-and this everybody 
seems to desire-a sort of inventory 
is an appropriate and necessary 
first step. This is the step that 
Denis de Rougemont, the Pro- 
testant philosopher-theologian, 
undertakes in Man’s Western 
Quest. 

This search for the profile of 
Europe is not merely a descriptive 
study of the continent and its na- 
tions. It is rather a type of think- 
ing and a mental framework that 
Rougemont wants to identify, 
describe, analyze. And since his 
study is also one of contrasts (with 
Far Eastern religions, philoso- 
phies, ways of life), he seeks to 
elaborate a characterology of the 
West. 

Western man is the locus of 
tensions and conflicts. Heraclitus 
said this of existence in general, 
and after Hegel, Nietzsche again 
took up the theme, applying it to 
the superior man who, never sat- 
isfied with alternative solutions, is 
forced to b d  a personal synthesis. 
Rougemont examines the tensions 
that have gone into the making 
of Western history and finds in 
them a source of inexhaustible 
energy for the Western world as 
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a whole. He considers them the 
one vital element in Western 
civilization. 

The West is the result of con- 
tradictions, unsolved and insol- 
uble. But the drama of man’s 
existence is his inability to in- 
stall himself permanently in con- 
tradiction; hence the neyssity he 
feels for inventing orders and sys- 
tems by which he lends to himself 
h d  his environment the illusion 
of stability. 

The Christian religion is a per- 
fect example of this eternal dialec- 
tic betwekn the contradictions of 
the human condition. Christianity 
is‘distinguished from other reli- 
gions, especially the Oiiental ones, 
by making demands that the 
faithful can never fully satisfy. 
The tolerant doctrine of the Vedas, 
Rougemont observes, prescribes 
resignation; the doctrine of spirit- 
ual authority in the West (so d e  
cisively shaped by Christian 
thought and by the structure of 
the Church) creates tensions, and 
by steeling our will to resist the 
temporal, strengthens diversity 
and freedom. 

Two basic Western political at- 
titudes take their origin in the 
conflict that every Christian faces: 
in the first place, in the Western 
tradition man is a political animal. 
But to this is added the idea that 
he is also a depository of di 
vocation. The result is the sacr 
zation of membership in the com- 
munity; the social order is 
impregnated with a supernatural 
love and charity, Thus the West- 
em idea of obligation toward one’s 
neighbor differs markedly from 
the Oriental’s social aloofness 
(built into his caste systems), 
from the Greek‘s definition of him- 
self as citizen of the polis, or from 
the Roman’s special concept of 
civic duty. 

If Western man has been so- 
cially more mobile than the 
Oriental, freer than the Greek, and 
more committed (to society) than 
the Roman, it is because social 
and political life in the West have 
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been based on the recognition of 
a transcendent order, reflected in, 
although often codicting ‘with, 
the order here below. 

The second attitude stems from 
the same extraordinary demands 
of the Christian ideal: ‘When 
man realizes that he may never 
reach this ideal, he redirects his 
efforts towards nearer and more 
attainable goals . . , The will to 
consecrate these goals is the.for- 
mula of Western man’s revolt.” 
The energy to transcend the 
frailty of human institutions goes 
into the effort of building societies, 
utopias, political systems which, 
no maqer how independent from 
and even contrary to the original 
design, carry within themselves 
the seeds of conflicts and of new 
solutions. “Our passion for unity 
and for diversity forces us to 
multiply the terms of these con- 
flicts, but this same passion also 
helps us to invent new solutions 
and eliminate antagonisms which 
have become fictitious.” 

This view of historical change 
enables Rougemont, otherwise so 
fearful lest a united Europe might 
become d o r m ,  to cast his vote 
for a continental federation; for 
it promises to be, according to 
him, the most novel form of the 
Western search for equilibrium, 
“an answer to the double chal- 
lenge of individualistic anarchy 
and totalitarian reaction.” 

Yet, the reader is left with a 
measure of uneasiness: after all, 
man in his freedom may choose 
not to remain free. He may prefer 
a form of coexistence with built- 
in and perfected mechanisms of 
orderly change and elimination of 
the antinomies Rougemont rightly 
considers so fertile. Man will not 
solve the contradictions’of life, but 
he may ignore t h e n  In that case 
the Western quest” would in- 
deed prove to have been no more 
than an adventure, as Jaspers sus- 
pects: “A brief moment of human 

‘freedom between the rule of na- 
ture in the past and the rule of 
technology ahead.” 


