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CONNECTIONS 
The Sense of the Cave 

Quoting Oswald Spengler has not been fashion- 
able for a long time. Yet there are provocative 
insights in his Decline of the West. For example, 
he speaks of “the cave-feeling” that afflicts cul- 
tures at a certain point in their history. It is 
marked by a sense of limitedness, of being con- 
fined and restricted, indeed of living ,in a cave- 
like world. The future Is symbolically closed off 
by a dome, whether over the Christian basilica, 
the Muslim mosque or the Mazdaic fire temple. 
The feel of the “no-growth” ideology that is now 
seeping into every crevice of our cultural con- 
sciousness is not entirely unlike the feeling 
(Seelentum) of the cave. We will know we are in 
real trouble when Spengler returns to vogue. 

Against this Seelenium of being helplessly con- 
fined within an intractable system of global injus- 
tice, the recent special meeting of the U.N. Gen- 
eral Assembly tried to project a new future. Jen- 
nifer Seymour Whitaker assesses that effort in 
this issue. She is no Pollyanna, yet there are 
clear traces of hope, at least of challenge, in her 
account. The poor are in on the secret that ex- 
isting injustices are the result neither .of divine 
dictate, nor of ecological limitation, nor of eco- 
nomic determinism. Injustice has a lot to do with 
people, especially rich people, and the decisions 
they make or refuse to make. And it has a lot to 
do with compassion, as Hubert Humphrey under- 
scores in his proposal for a world food action 
program. The Senatorial blow against the Seelen- 
tum of the cave is admittedly at an elementary 
level, aimed as it is at sheer survival on a hungry 

. planet. But survival is a good beginning, and his 
.larger vision points the way out of the cave of 
isolationism into which much American thinking 
has wandered Sn recent years. 

Compared with Robert Heilbroner, Spengler 
deserves an award from the Optimists Club. Ac- 
cording to Heitbroner’s Human Prospect, the 
modern world should have stood in bed. There 
is hard data to counter the assumptions under- 
girding the scenarios propagated by the Club of 
Rome and other proponents of the “no-growth” 

’ worldview. Unlike some other publications we 
could mention (names supplied upon request), 
we have published and will continue to publish 
a variety. of views on the limitations of Spaceship 
Earth ‘and the policy conclusions those limits 
suggest. Statements about objective limitations 

’ are not always distinguishable from not-so-simple 
failure of nerve. As he says, Langdon Gilkey ‘is 
not attacking Heilbroner’s “scientific” view of 
human nature and history. Heilbroner, Gilkey 
suggests, may have been wiser than he knew 
when he included a discussion of the Promethean 
and Atlas myths in his doleful book. Whether or 
not we have a future, Gilkey says, may depend 
more upon the myths we accept than upon 
whether the ecosphere is being overheated 
(others say we are approaching a new ice age) 
by industrialization. 

For a long time now people have been trying 
to define things like “human nature” and “his- 
tory.” It doesn’t look as though we will settle the 
issues this month. But John Sisk has his usual 
definite notions about how ‘history should not 
be defined. He takes us on a fascinating tour that 
begins with Shakespeare’s Richard 111 and, by a 
route that becomes clear only in the traveling of 
it, ends up with today’s revisionists, who are de- 
termined not to let “form” get in the way of 
“truth.” We have a strong intuition that Sisk’s 
kind of lively debunking of intellectual preten- 
sions has something to do with keeping, or get- 
ting, us out of the cave. 

John Mbiti is generally recognized as being in 
the forefront of contemporary African philosophy 
and theology. He recently spent an extended 
period in the United States and had to come to 
terms with the phenomenon known as Black 
Theology. In this issue he gives us his reflections 
on what Black Theology is all about, and, more 
particularly, on the ways it is and is not about 
anything African. Incidentally, the use of the 
term “Negro” is his choice and, quite apart from 
what we may think of current racial parlance, in- 
dicates something of his critical independence 
from prevailing assumptions on the North Amer- 
ican scene. Also on Africa, Kenneth Adelman 
tells the dramatic and troubling story of Church- 
State conflict in Zaire, the former Belgian Congo. 
Among the most oppressive experiences of the 
cave must be that of living under a state that 
arrogates to itself a quasi-divine authority. Yet 
Adelman’s story is not without hope: he high- 
lights the spirit of a few who refuse to surrender 
to the state the symbols that point to a larger 
freedom. 

The spirit of a few. Freedom. Hope. Compas- 
sion. Justice. These are some of the weapons 
with which this August issue would challenge 
the Seelentum of the cave. The Spenglers may 
turn out to be right about the big picture after all, 
but there is not much point in resigning ourselves 
to it in advance. Worldview is for the unresigned. 
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