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Modern psychology is at an impasse as it searches anxiously for new therapies to address the
increasing occurrence of mental illness in contemporary society. In this groundbreaking
anthology, leading authors from the perennialist school, including Huston Smith, Seyyed
Hossein Nasr, and Frithjof Schuon, draw on the age-old insights of the world’s wisdom traditions
to argue that modern psychology—behaviorism, psychoanalysis, humanistic and transpersonal
psychology—overlooks the specifically spiritual factors contributing to mental health and illness.

"A necessary and bracing critique of the assumptions and limitations of contemporary Western
psychology, this generous volume is also a passionate call and learned guide towards a truer
perspective that embraces man's spiritual nature."—Gabor Maté, M.D., and author of In the
Realm of Hungry Ghosts: Close Encounters with Addiction "[Psychology and the Perennial
Philosophy] is more than an anthology. It is a wisely crafted collection of classic and
contemporary scholarship noting that what many are seeking is what has always been, a
perennial philosophy, that remains foundational. As one of the authors, Tage Lindbom, properly
notes, 'Secularization is a fish in troubled waters.' This book claims the waters and is essential
reading for all those who may have forgotten or are simply ignorant of the rich foundation
provided by the perennial philosophy."—Ralph W. Hood, Professor of Psychology at the
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, past president of the Psychology of Religion division of
the American Psychological Association, co-founder of The International Journal for the
Psychology of Religion and co-author of The Psychology of Religion"Samuel Bendeck Sotillos
does an admirable job of gathering authoritative Western commentators and scholars of the
perennial philosophy and bringing their insights to bear on the interface between spiritual
wisdom and Western psychology. This anthology gives valuable historical and philosophical
context to the current movement to develop genuinely nondual approaches to psychotherapy."—
Stephan Bodian, MFT, licensed psychotherapist, former editor-in-chief of Yoga Journal, author
of Beyond MindfulnessAbout the AuthorSamuel Bendeck Sotillos is a practicing psychotherapist
who has worked for a number of years in the field of mental health and social services, working
with many diverse populations covering a broad spectrum of disorders in various settings. He is
an Advisor to the Institute of Traditional Psychology and a former Board Affiliate of the
Association for Humanistic Psychology. He is also on the Editorial Board of the journal Spiritual
Psychology and Counseling and the Editorial Counsel of Armonia Journal. His focus of interest
is comparative religion and the interface between spirituality and psychology. His works
include Behaviorism: The Quandary of a Psychology without a Soul, Psychology Without Spirit:
The Freudian Quandary and he is the editor of Psychology and the Perennial Philosophy. His
writing has been featured in numerous journals, including Sacred



Web, Sophia, Parabola, Resurgence, Temenos Academy Review and Studies in Comparative
Religion. He lives on the Central Coast of California.
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METAPHYSICS . COSMOLOGY . TRADITION . SYMBOLISMSTUDIES IN COMPARATIVE
RELIGIONThe First English Journal on Traditional Studies — established 1963Studies in
Comparative Religion is devoted to the exposition of the teachings, spiritual methods,
symbolism, and other facets of the religious traditions of the world, together with the traditional
arts and sciences which have sprung from those religions. It is not sectarian and, inasmuch as it
is not tied to the interests of any particular religion, it is free to lay stress on the common spirit
underlying the various religious forms.One of our primary aims is to meet the need for accurate
information created by the now world-wide interest in the question of “ecumenical relations”
between the great religions, by providing a forum where writers of proven authority can
exchange views on various aspects of religious life, doctrinal, historical, artistic and mystical, not
forgetting the element of personal experience and reminiscence.By collecting accurate
information about the great religions under their many aspects and rendering them available to
interested readers we feel we are fulfilling a very pressing need of our time and also contributing
in a practical manner to the cause of inter-religious understanding. If there is to be an effective
measure of this understanding at any level this can only be on the basis of accurate presentation
both of teachings and facts. An ill-informed benevolence is no substitute for genuine insight,
based on information that is neither willfully distorted nor confined to the surface of things.In this
manner we think that we are best serving the interest of our readers in their search for truth.
(Excerpt from the Introduction to our first publication, almost fifty years ago)Psychology and
thePerennial PhilosophyStudies in Comparative ReligionEdited bySamuel Bendeck
SotillosPsychology and the Perennial Philosophy:Studies in Comparative Religion© 2013 World
Wisdom, Inc.All rights reserved.No part of this book may be used or reproducedin any manner
without written permission,except in critical articles and reviews.Publisher’s Note:Studies in
Comparative Religion has published articles from over 400 different authors. The original editors
of Studies did not insist upon a common convention for the transliteration of foreign terms;
consequently a variety of different systems of diacritical mark usage can be found in any given
issue of Studies. The current publisher has chosen to continue this policy and will thus remain
faithful to the original transliteration convention used by each of its contributors.Library of
Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataPsychology and the perennial philosophy : studies in
comparative religion / edited by Samuel Bendeck Sotillos.pages cm. -- (Studies in comparative
religion series)Includes bibliographical references.BL53.P82455 2013201’.615--
dc232012047743Printed on acid-free paper in the USA.For information address World Wisdom,
Inc.P.O. Box 2682, Bloomington, Indiana 47402-2682Psychology and the Perennial
PhilosophyEditorialAs for modern Western psychology, it deals only with quite a restricted
portion of the human individuality, where the mental faculty is in direct relationship with the
corporeal modality, and, given the methods it employs, it is incapable of going any further. In any
case the very objective which it sets before itself and which is exclusively the study of mental



phenomena [of the ego], limits it strictly to the realm of the individuality, so that the state which
we are now discussing [Ātmā or the Self ] necessarily eludes its investigations.1René
GuénonThe health envisaged by the [modern] empirical psychotherapy is a freedom from
particular pathological conditions; that envisaged by the other [traditional or perennial
psychology] is a freedom from all conditions and predicaments… . Furthermore, the pursuit of
the greater freedom necessarily involves that attainment of the lesser; psycho-physical health
being a manifestation and consequence of spiritual wellbeing.2Ananda Kentish
CoomaraswamyThere is no science of the soul [psyche] without a metaphysical basis to it and
without spiritual remedies at its disposal.3Frithjof Schuon[The spiritual] psychology [of the
perennial philosophy] does not separate the soul either from the metaphysical or from the
cosmic order. The connection with the metaphysical order provides spiritual psychology with
qualitative criteria such as are wholly lacking in profane [modern] psychology, which studies only
the dynamic character of phenomena of the psyche and their proximate causes.4Titus
BurckhardtWithout question, modern psychology has shaped and impacted the twentieth
century in an unprecedented manner, though curiously this influence still appears to be
unnoticed by the majority of present-day individuals. Yet the point cannot be overly emphasized
that modern psychology, as a derivative and stronghold of scientific materialism, can be credited
as one of the leading and contributing factors that has destabilized the spiritual and
correspondingly the psychological apparatus of traditional man.5 This point is alluded to by
Sigmund Freud (1856-1939): “No, our science [of psychology] is no illusion. But an illusion it
would be to suppose that what [materialistic] science cannot give us we can get elsewhere.”6
This endemic scientism is observable throughout modern psychology. While most apparent in
behaviorism and psychoanalysis, it is nonetheless also present in humanistic and transpersonal
psychology, as these are both continuations and expansions of the two earlier “forces.” This
influence is aptly summarized by Gill Edwards:[Modern] science has claimed a monopoly on
truth, seeing the scientific method as the only valid path towards knowledge… . [A]s recent
products of their culture, modern psychology and psychotherapy were built upon the shifting
sands of Cartesian-Newtonian assumptions—with devastating consequences … [and] many
therapists are still clinging to the scientific tradition … and refusing to open their eyes… . [T]he
old paradigm gave birth to a positivist, materialist psychology which values objectivity, rationality
and empiricism… . The mechanistic, reductionist, determinist assumptions of the Cartesian-
Newtonian world view are endemic in psychology and psychotherapy.7The very notion of a
scientific foundation underlying modern psychology has been brought into question by William
James (1842-1910), a key pioneer within humanistic and transpersonal psychology, in saying
that “This is no science, it is only the hope of a science.”8 The complex events that have altered
the human outlook not only of the cosmos but of man’s true identity during the Renaissance and
the so-called Age of Enlightenment are often described as blows to man’s narcissism,
particularly the Copernican revolution, the Darwinian revolution, and the Psychoanalytic
revolution:[T]he human individual has been successively reduced and dethroned by the



discoveries of [modern] Western science—removed from his honored place in the center of the
heavenly bodies by Copernicus and others, removed from his special position as king and
curator of the animal kingdom by Darwin, removed even from command of his own acts by
Freud and the behaviorists, thus rendered puny, insignificant, and impotent, vulnerable to further
reduction with each further discovery.9These pernicious fissures or “blows,” which began in the
West and have since encroached upon the rest of the world via globalization, have devastated
the traditional societies of both East and West, to the point where they may perhaps never
recover. As René Guénon (1886-1951) has remarked: “[W]hile nineteenth century materialism
closed the mind of man to what is above him, twentieth century [modern] psychology opened it
to what is below him.”10The destabilization of the traditional societies has led to the
simultaneous desacralization of the shamanic or primordial peoples that were once everywhere,
for the origin and center of traditional man is anchored in the sacred, as was the case until the
post-medieval West.11 Traditional man, who is inherently Homo religiosus or Homo spiritualis,
was always and continues until this day to be contextualized within the spiritual domain.In one
manner or another all life is seen to participate in the sacred, all cultural forms express the
sacred, so that inevitably within this context the lives of those peoples who live close to their
sacred traditions may be called religious, and they are thus beings who are religiously
human.12“The problems faced by modern man,” says Seyyed Hossein Nasr (b. 1933), “all point
to the same cause, namely to man’s living below his own possibilities and to the forgetfulness of
who he is [in divinis].”13 The idea of addressing the needs of the human psyche by what lies
outside or rather below the spiritual domain—in isolation from the sacred principles that can
provide authentic efficacy—is based on a radical misunderstanding of the unitive principles that
facilitate a true and complete psychology of man. “Psychology, we must remember, is the study
of the soul [psyche], therefore the discipline closest to the religious life. An authentic psychology
discards none of the insights gained from spiritual disciplines.”14Paradoxically, the perennial
psychologies of man, which have been applied since the dawn of civilization, were in essence
rejected in an ideological coup d’état by a secular and materialistic worldview that was designed
and endorsed by the same tendencies that manufactured the plethora of ills that are so
prevalent in this turbulent epoch: “Psychoanalysis is the disease of which it pretends to be the
cure.”15 It has been emphasized that “in a traditional society there is little or nothing that can
properly be called secular,”16 which is to say, “The fact is that every bona fide pre-modern
science is rooted in an integral sapiential tradition [of the philosophia perennis].”17 One cannot
take lightly the following Promethean epigram that Freud borrowed from Virgil’s Aeneid, which
speaks to the nefarious quality of a science broken away from its sacred source: “If I cannot
bend the higher powers [the gods or the spiritual domain], I shall stir up Hell”18—signifying that
if modern psychology cannot gain access to what is above or transcendent it will unleash the
subterranean forces of what is below or infernal in order to access power and legitimacy. For this
reason it has been affirmed that “psychotherapy stirred up a hornets’ nest of the first
magnitude.”19Under the hypnotic guise of modernism and postmodernism, and filled with all the



technological advancements of so-called “progress,” the contemporary outlook is incapable of
addressing the core symptoms or issues since it a priori excludes and even undermines the
significance of the spiritual domain. It has been astutely illustrated that no matter how many
attempts be made, they are doomed to fail as “the psychic cannot be treated by the psychic.”20
What has taken the place of the spiritual psychologies of man, based on the tripartite structure of
the human microcosm—Spirit/Intellect, soul, and body—is a truncated, profane psychology that
only addresses the psychic and the physical while abrogating the spirit, which is at once above
man and also his center, both transcendent and immanent.That modern psychology has
become a substitute for the spiritual traditions is all-too-clear given the militantly secular milieu of
today’s world.21 But what led to the undermining of the traditional civilizations of the world that
were rooted in the metaphysical principles of the perennial philosophy? According to the
perennial philosophy, the widespread disequilibrium and systematic dehumanization we see
today are associated with the loss of authentic spiritual traditions. It can thus be confidently
stated, in complete contrast to the modern and postmodern outlook, that “A civilization is
integrated and healthy to the extent that it is founded on the ‘invisible’ or ‘underlying’ religion, the
religio perennis.”22This issue of Studies in Comparative Religion, focused on “Psychology and
the Perennial Philosophy,” offers for the first time the distinctive and imperative perspective on
the human psyche and the fullness of human condition in light of the timeless truths at the heart
of the world’s sapiential traditions. Its intent is to reclaim the sacred psychology that was known
at all times and places before the emergence of the modern world. The theme is organized
under three essential rubrics: “I. Critique,” encompasses the core challenges and limitations that
modern psychology in all of its schools and “forces” faces; “II. Theoria” provides further
contemplations on the principial understanding of what is meant by psychology, or the “science
of the soul,” when contextualized within the integral metaphysics of the perennial philosophy; “III.
Praxis” presents the direct application of the plenary principles, not only for psychological health
and well-being, but in its often forgotten primary function: the facilitation of self-realization in
divinis, in order to know what it means to be truly human. This after all is the raison d’être for
psychology in the first place.Samuel Bendeck Sotillos1 René Guénon, “The State of Deep Sleep
or the Condition of Prājna,” in Man and His Becoming According to the Vedanta, trans. Richard
C. Nicholson (New York: The Noonday Press, 1958), p. 104.2 Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, “On
the Indian and Traditional Psychology, or rather Pneumatology,” in Coomaraswamy, Vol. 2:
Selected Papers, Metaphysics, ed. Roger Lipsey (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1977), p. 335.3 Frithjof Schuon, “The Contradiction of Relativism,” in Logic and Transcendence,
trans. Peter N. Townsend (London: Perennial Books, 1984), p. 14.4 Titus Burckhardt, “The
Branches of the Doctrine,” in Introduction to Sufi Doctrine, trans. D.M. Matheson (Bloomington,
IN: World Wisdom, 2008), pp. 26-27.5 “[P]sychoanalysis is one of those mass movements which
are both a cause and consequence of spiritual decay” (Werner Kraft, quoted in Thomas Szasz,
“Karl Kraus Today,” in Karl Kraus and the Soul-Doctors: A Pioneer Critic and his Criticism of
Psychiatry and Psychoanalysis, p. 93).6 Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion, trans. and ed.



James Strachey (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1989), p. 71.7 Gill Edwards, “Does
Psychotherapy Need a Soul?” in Psychotherapy and Its Discontents, eds. Windy Dryden and
Colin Feltham (Buckingham, UK: Open University Press, 1998), pp. 194-199.8 William James,
“Psychology and Philosophy,” in Psychology: The Briefer Course (New York: Dover Publications,
2001), p. 335.9 George B. Leonard, “A Morning on Mt. Tam,” in The Transformation: A Guide to
the Inevitable Changes in Hu-mankind (New York: Delacorte Press, 1972), p. 12.10 René
Guénon, quoted in Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, “The Doctrine,” in Hinduism and Buddhism (New
York: Philosophical Library, 1943), p. 61.11 See Frithjof Schuon, “The Ancient Worlds in
Perspective,” in Light on the Ancient Worlds, trans. Lord North-bourne (Bloomington, IN: World
Wisdom Books, 1984), p. 7.12 Joseph Epes Brown, “On Being Human,” in The Spiritual Legacy
of the American Indian: Commemorative Edition with Letters While Living with Black Elk, eds.
Marina Brown Weatherly, Elenita Brown, and Michael Oren Fitzgerald (Bloomington, IN: World
Wisdom, 2007), p. 93.13 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “One Is the Spirit and Many Its Human
Reflections—Thoughts on the Human Condition Today,” in The Need for a Sacred Science
(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1993), p. 48.14 Theodore Roszak, “The
Visionary Commonwealth,” in Where the Wasteland Ends: Politics and Transcendence in
Postindustrial Society (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 1972), p. 414.15 Thomas
Szasz, “Kraus and Freud: Unmasking the Unmasker,” in Karl Kraus and the Soul-Doctors: A
Pioneer Critic and his Criticism of Psychiatry and Psychoanalysis (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana
State University Press, 1976), p. 24.16 Rama P. Coomaraswamy (ed.), The Essential Ananda K.
Coomaraswamy (Bloomington, IN: World Wisdom,2004), p. 159.17 Wolfgang Smith, “Sophia
Perennis and Modern Science,” in The Wisdom of Ancient Cosmology: Contemporary Science
in Light of Tradition (Oakton, VA: Foundation for Traditional Studies, 2003), p. 21.18 “Flectere si
nequeo superos, Acheronta movebo”: this motto was prefixed in Sigmund Freud, The
Interpretation of Dreams, trans. A.A. Brill (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1913).19 C.G. Jung,
“Psychotherapy and a Philosophy of Life,” in Essays on Contemporary Events: The Psychology
of Nazism, trans. R.F.C. Hull (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), p. 43.20 Titus
Burckhardt, “Traditional Cosmology and Modern Science: Modern Psychology,” in Mirror of the
Intellect: Essays on Traditional Science and Sacred Art, trans. and ed. William Stoddart (Albany,
NY: State University of New York Press, 1987), p. 50.21 “The loss of religion as Center in the
world has left a hole which [modern] psychology is trying to fill” (Whitall N. Perry, “The Zodiac of
the Soul: Observation on the Differences between Traditional and Empirical Psychology,” in
Challenges to a Secular Society [Oakton, VA: Foundation for Traditional Studies, 1996], p.
200).22 Frithjof Schuon, “Religio Perennis,” in Light on the Ancient Worlds, p.
143.ICRITIQUEThe Psychological ImpostureFrithjof SchuonWhat we term “psychologism” is the
tendency to reduce everything to psychological factors and to call into question not only what is
intellectual or spiritual—the first being related to truth and the second to life in and by truth—but
also the human intelligence as such, and hence its capacity for adequation and, quite evidently,
its inward boundlessness or its transcendence. The same belittling and truly subversive



tendency has invaded all the domains that “scientism” claims to embrace, but its most acute
expression is incontestably to be found in psychoanalysis. As is always the case with profane
ideologies, psychoanalysis is at once an endpoint and a cause, like materialism and
evolutionism, of which it is finally a logical and fatal ramification and a natural ally.Psychoanalysis
is doubly deserving of being termed an imposture, firstly because it pretends to have discovered
facts which have always been known and could never not have been so, and secondly—and
chiefly—because it arrogates to itself functions that in reality are spiritual, and thus, for all
practical purposes, takes on the role of a religion. What is called “examination of conscience”, or
by the Muslims, “the science of thoughts” (‘ilm al-khawātir), or, by the Hindus,
“investigation” (vichara)—with somewhat different nuances in each case—is nothing other than
an objective analysis of the proximate and remote causes of our ways of acting and reacting that
we repeat automatically without being aware of their real motives, or without our discerning the
real character of those motives. It may happen that a man habitually, and blindly, commits the
same errors in the same circumstances, because he carries within himself, in his subconscious,
errors founded on self-regard or traumas. Now to be healed, he must detect these complexes
and translate them into clear formulas; he must therefore become conscious of subconscious
errors and neutralize them by means of contrary affirmations; if he succeeds, his virtues will be
all the more lucid. It is in this sense that Lao Tzu said: “To be aware of an illness is no longer to
have it”; and the Law of Manu says: “There is no lustral water like unto knowledge”, that is, like
unto objectification by the intelligence.What is new in psychoanalysis, and what gives it its
sinister originality, is its determination to ascribe trivial causes for every reflex and every
disposition of the soul and to exclude spiritual factors, whence its well-known tendency to see
health in what is banal and vulgar, and neurosis in what is noble and profound. Man cannot
escape in this world from trials and temptations; his soul is therefore inevitably marked by some
sort of turmoil, unless it be of an angelic serenity—which occurs in highly religious surroundings
—or, on the contrary, unless it be of an unshakable inertia, which occurs everywhere. But
psychoanalysis, instead of allowing man to make the best of his natural, and in a sense
providential, disequilibrium—and this best is whatever is beneficial for his ultimate fate—tends
on the contrary to bring him back to an amorphous equilibrium, much as if one wished to spare a
young bird the agonies of apprenticeship by clipping its wings. Analogically speaking, if a man is
distressed by a flood and seeks a way to escape from it, psychoanalysis will dissolve the
distress and let the patient drown; or again, instead of abolishing sin, it abolishes the sense of
guilt, thus allowing the patient to go serenely to hell. This is not to say that a psychoanalyst might
not occasionally discover and dissolve a dangerous complex without at the same time ruining
the patient; but what matters here is the principle whereby the perils and errors involved infinitely
outweigh whatever dubious advantages and fragmentary truths there may be.As a result, for the
average psychoanalyst a complex is bad because it is a complex; he refuses to see that there
are complexes that do honor to man or that are natural to him by virtue of his deiformity, and
consequently that there are disequilibriums that are necessary, and that can only be resolved



from above ourselves and not from below.1 There is another error that is fundamentally the
same: this is to consider an equilibrium as being something good because it is an equilibrium, as
if there were not equilibriums consisting of insensitivity or of perversion. Our human state itself is
a disequilibrium, since we are existentially suspended between earthly contingencies and the
summons of the Absolute innate to our nature; getting rid of a psychic knot is not the whole
question, one must also know how and why it should be gotten rid of. We are not amorphous
substances, we are movements that are in principle ascensional; our happiness must be
proportioned to our total nature, on pain of lowering us to animality, for a happiness without God
is precisely what man cannot withstand without becoming lost. And that is why a physician of the
soul must be a pontifex, and thus a spiritual master in the proper and traditional sense of the
word; a profane professional has neither the capacity nor, consequently, the right to interfere
with the soul beyond such elementary difficulties as simple common sense can resolve.The
spiritual and social crime of psychoanalysis therefore is its usurpation of the place of religion or
of the wisdom that is the wisdom of God, and the eliminating from its procedures all
considerations regarding our ultimate destiny; it is as if, being unable to fight against God, one
were to attack the human soul which belongs to Him and is destined for Him, by debasing the
divine image instead of its Prototype. Like every solution that avoids the supernatural,
psychoanalysis replaces in its own way what it abolishes: the void psychoanalysis produces by
its intentional or unintentional destructions inflates it, and condemns it to postulate a false infinite
or to function as a pseudo-religion.In order to grow, psychoanalysis needed a favorable soil, not
only from the point of view of ideas, but also from that of psychological phenomena: this means
that Europeans, who have always been cerebral, have become infinitely more so in the last two
centuries roughly speaking; now, this concentration of the entire intelligence in the head is
something excessive and abnormal, and the hypertrophic developments accruing from this do
not constitute a superiority, despite their efficacy in certain domains.Normally intelligence ought
to reside, not in the mind alone, but also in the heart, and it should also be spread throughout
the body, as is especially the case with men who are termed “primitive” but who are undeniably
superior in certain respects to the ultra-civilized; be that as it may, the point we wish to make is
that psychoanalysis is to a great extent the result of a mental disequilibrium that prevails more or
less generally in a world in which the machine dictates to man the rhythm of his life, and, what is
more serious still, dictates even what his soul and his mind are to be.* * *Psychoanalysis has
made its more or less official entry into the world of “believers”, which indeed is a sign of the
times; this has led to the introduction into so-called “spirituality” of a method totally incompatible
with human dignity, and at the same time one that stands strangely in contradiction with the
pretension of being “adult” and “emancipated”. People act as demigods and at the same time
deem themselves to be irresponsible; for the slightest depression, caused either by too hectic an
ambience, or by a manner of life too far contrary to good sense, people run to the psychiatrist,
whose work consists then in instilling into them some false optimism or in recommending some
“liberating” sin. Nobody seems to have even an inkling of the fact that there is but one



equilibrium, namely that which fixes us in our real center and in God.One of the most odious
effects of the adoption of the psychoanalytical approach by “believers” is how the cult of the Holy
Virgin has fallen into disfavor; only a barbarous mentality that wants to be “adult” at all costs and
that no longer believes in anything but the trivial could be embarrassed by this cult. The answer
to the reproach of “gynecolatry” or of the “Oedipus complex” is that, like every other
psychoanalytical argument, it misses the point; for the real question is not what the
psychological conditioning of an attitude may be but, on the contrary, what its results are. When
for instance one is told that someone has chosen metaphysics as a means of “escapism” or
“sublimation” and done so owing to an “inferiority complex” or a “repression”, all this is of no
importance whatsoever, for blessed be the complex that is the occasional cause of an
acceptance of the true and the good! But there is also this: the moderns, tired as they are of the
artificial comforts which their culture and their religiosity is laden with since the baroque period,
displace their aversion—as is their habit—to the very notion of comfort, and thus shut
themselves off, either from an entire spiritual dimension, if they are “believers”, or even from all
genuine humanity, as is shown by a kind of infantile cult of grossness and cacophony.And
besides, it is not enough to ask what the value of a particular devotion is in the consciousness of
this or that soul, one must also ask what is to replace it; for the space of a devotion suppressed
never remains empty.* * *“Know thyself” (Hellenism) says Tradition, and also “He who knows
his own soul knows his Lord” (Islam). The traditional model of what psychoanalysis ought to be,
or claims to be, is the science of virtues and vices; the fundamental virtue is sincerity and it
coincides with humility; he who plunges the probe of truth and rectitude into his soul ends by
detecting the subtlest knots of the unconscious. It is useless to seek to heal the soul without
healing the mind: what matters then is first to clear the intelligence of the errors perverting it, and
thus create a foundation in view of the soul’s return to equilibrium; not to just any equilibrium, but
to the equilibrium of which the soul bears within itself the principle.For Saint Bernard the
passionate soul is a “contemptible thing”, and Meister Eckhart enjoins us to “hate” it. This means
that the great remedy for all our inward miseries is objectivity towards ourselves; now the source,
or starting point, of this objectivity is situated above ourselves, in God. That which is in God is
likewise mirrored in our own transpersonal center which is the pure Intellect; in other words, the
Truth that saves us is part of our inmost and realest substance. Error, or impiety, is the refusal to
be what one is.Translated by Mark Perry1 “… for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members
should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell” (Matt. 5:29).The Confusion
of the Psychic and the SpiritualRené GuénonThe account given above,1 dealing with some of
the psycholog ical explanations that have been applied to traditional doctrines, covers only a
particular case of a confusion that is very widespread in the modern world, namely, the
confusion of the psychic and the spiritual domains. Even when it is not carried to such a point as
to produce a subversion like that of psychoanalysis, this confusion assimilates the spiritual to all
that is most inferior in the psychic order; it is therefore extremely serious in every case. In a
sense it fol lows as a natural result of the fact that Westerners have for a very long time past no



longer known how to distinguish the “soul” from the “spirit” (Cartesian dualism being to a great
extent responsible for this, merging as it does into one and the same category everything that is
not the body, and designating this one vague and ill-defined category indifferently by either
name); and the confusion never ceases to be apparent even in current language: the word
“spirits” is popularly used for psychic entities that are anything but “spiritual”, and the very name
“spiritualism” is derived from that usage; this mistake, together with another consisting in using
the word “spirit” for something that is really only mental, will be enough by way of example for the
present. It is all too easy to see the gravity of the consequences of any such state of affairs:
anyone who propa gates this confusion, whether intentionally or otherwise and espe cially under
present conditions, is setting beings on the road to get ting irremediably lost in the chaos of the
“intermediary world”, and thereby, though often unconsciously, playing the game of the “satanic”
forces that rule over what has been called the “counter-initiation”.It is important at this point to be
very precise if misunderstand ing is to be avoided: it cannot be said that a particular
development of the possibilities of a being, even in the comparatively low order represented by
the psychic domain, is essentially “malefic” in itself; but it is necessary not to forget that this
domain is above all that of illusions, and it is also necessary to know how to situate each thing in
the place to which it normally belongs; in short, everything depends on the use made of any
such development; the first thing to be considered is therefore whether it is taken as an end in
itself, or on the other hand as a mere means for the attainment of a goal of a superior order.
Anything whatever can in fact serve, according to the circumstances of each case, as an
opportunity or “support” to one who has entered upon the way that is to lead him toward a spir
itual “realization”; this is particularly true at the start, because of the diversity of individual
natures, which exercises its maximum influence at that point, but it is still true to a certain extent
for so long as the limits of the individuality have not been completely left behind. But on the other
hand, anything whatever can just as well be an obstacle as a “support”, if the being does not
pass beyond it but allows itself to be deluded and led astray by appearances of real ization that
have no inherent value and are only accidental and con tingent results—if indeed they can
justifiably be regarded as results from any point of view. The danger of going astray is always
present for exactly as long as the being is within the order of individual pos sibilities; it is without
question greatest wherever psychic possibili ties are involved, and is naturally greater still when
those pos sibilities are of a very inferior order.The danger is certainly much less when
possibilities confined to the corporeal and physiological order alone are involved, as they are in
the case of the aforementioned error of some Westerners who take Yoga, or at least the little
they know of its preparatory proce dures, to be a sort of method of “physical culture”; in cases of
that kind, almost the only risk incurred is that of obtaining, by “prac tices” accomplished ill-
advisedly and without control, exactly the opposite result to that desired, and of ruining one’s
health while seeking to improve it. Such things have no interest here save as examples of a
crude deviation in the employment of these “prac tices”, for they are really designed for quite a
different purpose, as remote as possible from the physiological domain, and natural



repercussions occurring in that domain constitute but a mere “acci dent” not to be credited with
the smallest importance. Nevertheless it must be added that these same “practices” can also
have repercus sions in the subtle modalities of the individual unsuspected by the ignorant
person who undertakes them as he would a kind of “gym nastics”, and this considerably
augments their danger. In this way the door may be quite unwittingly opened to all sorts of
influences (those to take advantage of it in the first place being of course always of the lowest
quality), and the less suspicion the victim has of the existence of anything of the kind the less is
he prepared against them, and still less is he able to discern their real nature; there is in any
event nothing in all this that can claim to be “spiritual” in any sense.The state of affairs is quite
different in cases where there is a confusion of the psychic properly so called with the spiritual.
This confusion moreover appears in two contrary forms: in the first, the spiritual is brought down
to the level of the psychic, and this is what happens more particularly in the kind of psychological
explanations already referred to; in the second, the psychic is on the other hand mistaken for the
spiritual; of this the most popular example is spiritualism, though the other more complex forms
of “neo-spiritualism” all proceed from the very same error. In either case it is clearly the spiritual
that is misconceived; but the first case concerns those who simply deny it, at least in practice if
not always explicitly, whereas the second concerns those who are subject to the delusion of a
false spirituality; and it is this second case that is now more particularly in view. The reason why
so many people allow themselves to be led astray by this delusion is fundamentally quite simple:
some of them seek above all for imagined “powers”, or broadly speaking and in one form or
another, for the production of more or less extraordinary “phenomena”; others constrain
themselves to “centralize” their consciousness on inferior “prolongations” of the human
individuality, mistaking them for superior states simply because they are outside the limits within
which the activities of the “average” man are gener ally enclosed, the limits in question being, in
the state correspond ing to the profane point of view of the present period, those of what is
commonly called “ordinary life”, into which no possibility of an extra-corporeal order can enter.
Even within the latter group it is the lure of the “phenomenon”, that is to say in the final analysis
the “experimental” tendency in the modern spirit, which is most fre quently at the root of the
error; what these people are in fact trying to obtain is always results that are in some way
“sensational”, and they mistake such results for “realization”; but this again amounts to saying
that everything belonging to the spiritual order escapes them completely, that they are unable
even to conceive of anything of the kind, however remotely; and it would be very much better for
them, since they are entirely lacking in spiritual “qualification”, if they were content to remain
enclosed in the commonplace and mediocre security of “ordinary life”. Of course there can be
no question of denying the reality as such of the “phenomena” concerned; in fact they can be
said to be only too real, and for that reason all the more dangerous. What is now being formally
contested is their value and their interest, particularly from the point of view of spiritual
development, and the delusion itself concerns the very nature of spiritual development. Again, if
no more than a mere waste of time and effort were involved, the harm would not after all be so



very great, but generally speaking the being that becomes attached to such things soon
becomes incapable of releasing itself from them or passing beyond them, and its deviation is
then beyond remedy; the occur rence of cases of this kind is well known in all the Eastern
traditions, where the individuals affected become mere producers of “phenom ena” and will
never attain the least degree of spirituality. But there is still something more, for a sort of
“inverted” development can take place, not only conferring no useful advantage, but taking the
being ever further away from spiritual “realization”, until it is irretrievably astray in the inferior
“prolongations” of its individuality recently mentioned, and through these it can only come into
contact with the “infra-human”. There is then no escape from its situation, or at least there is only
one, and that is the total disintegration of the con scious being; such a disintegration is strictly
equivalent in the case of the individual to final dissolution in the case of the totality of the
manifested “cosmos”.For this reason, perhaps more than for any other, it is impossible to be too
mistrustful of every appeal to the “subconscious”, to “instinct”, and to sub-rational “intuition”, no
less than to a more or less ill-defined “vital force”—in a word to all those vague and obscure
things that tend to exalt the new philosophy and psychology, yet lead more or less directly to a
contact with inferior states. There is therefore all the more reason to exercise extreme vigilance
(for the enemy knows only too well how to take on the most insidious dis guises) against
anything that may lead the being to become “fused” or preferably and more accurately
“confused” or even “dissolved” in a sort of “cosmic consciousness” that shuts out all
“transcendence” and so also shuts out all effective spirituality. This is the ultimate conse quence
of all the anti-metaphysical errors known more especially in their philosophical aspect by such
names as “pantheism”, “immanentism”, and “naturalism”, all of which are closely interrelated,
and many people would doubtless recoil before such a consequence if they could know what it
is that they are really talking about. These things do indeed quite literally amount to an
“inversion” of spiritual ity, to a substitution for it of what is truly its opposite, since they inevitably
lead to its final loss, and this constitutes “satanism” properly so called. Whether it be conscious
or unconscious in any partic ular case makes little difference to the result, for it must not be
forgotten that the “unconscious satanism” of some people, who are more numerous than ever in
this period in which disorder has spread into every domain, is really in the end no more than an
instrument in the service of the “conscious satanism” of those who represent the “counter-
initiation”.There has been occasion elsewhere to call attention to the initiatic symbolism of a
“navigation” across the ocean (representing the psy chic domain), which must be crossed while
avoiding all its dangers in order to reach the goal;2 but what is to be said of someone who flings
himself into the ocean and has no aspiration but to drown himself in it? This is very precisely the
significance of a so-called “fusion” with a “cosmic consciousness” that is really nothing but the
confused and indistinct assemblage of all the psychic influences; and, whatever some people
may imagine, these influences have absolutely nothing in common with spiritual influences, even
if they may happen to imitate them to a certain extent in some of their outward manifestations
(for in this domain “counterfeit” comes into play in all its fullness, and this is why the



“phenomenal” manifesta tions so eagerly sought for never by themselves prove anything, for
they can be very much the same in a saint as in a sorcerer). Those who make this fatal mistake
either forget about or are unaware of the distinction between the “upper waters” and the “lower
waters”; instead of raising themselves toward the “ocean above”, they plunge into the abyss of
the “ocean below”; instead of concentrating all their powers so as to direct them toward the
formless world, which alone can be called “spiritual”, they disperse them in the endlessly
changeable and fugitive diversity of the forms of subtle manifestation (this diversity
corresponding as nearly as possible to the Bergsonian con ception of “reality”) with no suspicion
that they are mistaking for a fullness of “life” something that is in truth the realm of death and of a
dissolution without hope of return.Translated by Lord Northbourne1 Editor’s Note: The author is
referring to the previous chapter, entitled “The Misdeeds of Psycho-Analysis,” from his book The
Reign of Quantity and the Signs of the Times.2 See René Guénon, The King of the World and
Spiritual Authority & Temporal Power.Modern PsychologyTitus Burckhardt“The object of
psychology is the psychic; unfortunately it is also its subject.” Thus wrote a famous psychologist
of our time.1 According to this opinion, every psychological judgment inevitably participates in
the essentially subjective, not to say passionate and tendentious, nature of its object; for,
according to this logic, no one understands the soul except by means of his own soul, and the
latter, for the psychologist, is, precisely, purely psychic, and nothing else. Thus no psychologist,
whatever be his claim to objectivity, escapes this dilemma, and the more categorical and general
his affirmations in this realm are, the more they are suspect; such is the verdict that modern
psychology pronounces in its own cause, when it is being sincere towards itself. But whether it
be sincere or not, the relativism expressed in the words just quoted is always inherent in it. This
relativism is also a kind of Prometheanism that would make of the psychic element the ultimate
reality of man. It is the root of the numerous divergences within this discipline, and it dominates it
to the point of contaminating everything that it touches: history, philosophy, art, and religion; all of
them become psychological at its touch, and thereby also subjective, and thus devoid of
objective and immutable certainties.2But all a priori relativism is inconsequential towards itself.
Despite the admitted precariousness of its point of view, modern psychology behaves like every
other science: it passes judgments and believes in their validity, and in this connection it leans
unwittingly, and without admitting it, on an innate certainty: indeed, if we can observe that the
psychic is “subjective”, in the sense of being dominated by a certain egocentric bias that
imposes on it certain limits, or by a particular “coloring”, this is because there is something in us
which is not subject to these limits and tendencies, but which transcends them and in principle
dominates them. This something is the intellect, and it is the intellect that normally provides us
with the criteria which alone can shed light on the fluctuating and uncertain world of the psyché;
this is obvious, but it nevertheless remains totally outside modern scientific and philosophical
thinking.It is important above all not to confuse intellect and reason: the latter is indeed the
mental reflection of the transcendent intellect, but in practice it is only what one makes of it, by
which we mean that, in the case of the modern sciences, its functioning is limited by the



empirical method itself; at the level of the latter, reason is not so much a source of truth as a
principle of coherence. For modern psychology it is even less than that, for if scientific
rationalism lends a relatively stable framework to one’s observation of the physical world, it
reveals itself as entirely insufficient when it comes to describing the world of the soul; for surface
psychic movements, those whose causes and aims are situated on the plane of current
experience, can hardly be translated into rational terms. The whole chaos of lower—and mostly
unconscious—psychic possibilities escapes both rationality and what transcends rationality, and
this means that both the major part of the psychic world and the metaphysical realm will appear
“irrational” according to this way of thinking. Hence a certain tendency, inherent in modern
psychology, to relativize reason itself, a tendency that is self-contradictory, since psychology
cannot dispense with rational methods. Psychology finds itself confronted with a domain which
on all sides overflows the horizon of a science founded on empiricism and Cartesianism.For this
reason, the majority of modern psychologists ensconce themselves in a sort of pragmatism; it is
in “committed” experience, together with a coldly clinical attitude, that they see some guarantee
of “objectivity”. In point of fact, the movements of the soul cannot be studied from the outside, as
in the case of corporeal phenomena; to know what they mean, they have in a sense to be lived,
and this involves the subject of the observer, as was justly pointed out by the psychologist at the
outset. As for the mental faculty that “controls” the experiment, what is this but a more or less
arbitrary “common sense”, one inevitably colored by preconceived ideas? Thus the would-be
objectivity of the psychic attitude changes nothing in regard to the uncertain nature of the
experiment, and so, in the absence of a principle that is both inward and immutable, one returns
to the dilemma of the psychic striving to grasp the psychic.The soul, like every other domain of
reality, can only be truly known by what transcends it. Moreover, this is spontaneously and
implicitly admitted in people’s recognition of the moral principle of justice, which demands that
men should overcome their individual subjectivity. Now we could not overcome it, if the
intelligence, which guides our will, were itself nothing but a psychic reality; and intelligence
would not transcend the psyché if, in its essence, it did not transcend the plane of phenomena,
both inward and outward. This observation suffices to prove the necessity and the existence of a
psychology deriving in a sense from above and not claiming a priori an empirical character. But
although this order of things is inscribed in our very nature, it will never be recognized by modern
psychology; despite its own reactions against the rationalism of yesterday, it is no closer to
metaphysics than any other empirical science—indeed quite the contrary, since its perspective,
which assimilates the suprarational to the irrational, predisposes it to the worst of errors.What
modern psychology lacks entirely is criteria enabling it to situate the aspects or tendencies of the
soul in their cosmic context. In traditional psychology, these criteria are provided according to
two principal “dimensions”: on the one hand, according to a cosmology that “situates” the soul
and its modalities in the hierarchy of states of existence, and, on the other hand, according to a
morality directed toward a spiritual end. The latter may provisionally espouse the individual
horizon; it nonetheless keeps in view the universal principles attaching the soul to an order more



vast than itself. Cosmology in a sense circumscribes the soul; spiritual morality sounds its
depths. For just as a current of water reveals its force and direction only when it breaks against
an object that resists it, so the soul can show its tendencies and fluctuations only in relation to an
immutable principle; whoever wishes to know the nature of the psyché must resist it, and one
truly resists it only when one places oneself at a point which corresponds, if not effectively then
at least virtually or symbolically, to the Divine Self, or to the intellect which is like a ray that
emanates from the latter.Thus traditional psychology possesses both an impersonal and “static”
dimension (namely, cosmology), and a personal and “operative” dimension (namely, morality or
the science of the virtues), and it is necessarily so, because genuine knowledge of the soul
results from knowledge of oneself. He who, by the eye of his essence, is able to “objectivize” his
own psychic form, by that very fact knows all the possibilities of the psychic or subtle world; and
this intellectual “vision” is both the outcome and, if need be, the guarantor of every sacred
science of the soul.For the majority of modern psychologists, traditional morality—which they
readily confuse with a purely social or conventional morality—is nothing but a kind of psychic
dam, useful on occasion but more often a hindrance or even harmful for the “normal”
development of the individual. This opinion is propagated especially by Freudian
psychoanalysis, which became widely applied in some countries, where it has practically
usurped the function that elsewhere belongs to the sacrament of confession: the psychiatrist
replaces the priest, and the bursting of complexes that had previously been repressed takes the
place of absolution. In ritual confession the priest is but the impersonal representative—
necessarily discreet—of the Truth that judges and pardons; the penitent, by admitting his sins, in
a sense “objectivizes” the psychic tendencies that these sins manifest. By repenting, he
detaches himself from them, and by receiving sacramental absolution, his soul is virtually
reintegrated in its primitive equilibrium and centered on its divine essence. In the case of
Freudian psychoanalysis,3 on the other hand, man lays bare his psychic entrails, not before
God, but to his fellow. He does not distance himself from the chaotic and obscure depths of his
soul, which the analyst unveils or stirs up, but on the contrary, he accepts them as his own, for
he must say to himself: “This is what I am like in reality.” And if he does not overcome, with the
help of some salutary instinct, this kind of disillusionment from below, he will retain from it
something like an intimate sullying; in most cases it will be his self-abandonment to collective
mediocrity that for him will play the part of absolution, for it is easier to endure one’s own
degradation when it is shared with others. Whatever may be the occasional or partial usefulness
of such an analysis in certain cases, the state described above is its more usual result, its
premises being what they are.4If the medicine of the traditional civilizations knows nothing
analogous to modern psychotherapy, this is because the psychic cannot be treated by the
psychic. The psyché is the realm of indefinite actions and reactions. By its own specific nature, it
is essentially unstable and deceptive, so that it can be cured only by resorting to something
situated “outside” or “above” it. In some cases one will act favorably upon it by re-establishing the
humoral balance of the body, commonly upset by psychic affections;5 in other cases it is only by



the use of spiritual means, such as exorcism,6 prayer, or a sojourn in holy places, that the soul
can be restored to health.Everyone is aware of the fact that modern psychology tries to explain
psychologically the spiritual means just mentioned. In its eyes, the effect of a rite is one thing,
and its theological or mystical interpretation is another. The effect of a rite, arbitrarily limited to
the psychic and subjective domain alone, is attributed to psychic dispositions of ancestral origin,
which the form of the rite is supposed to actualize. There is no hint of the timeless and
superhuman meaning inherent in the rite or symbol—as if the soul could cure itself through
believing in the illusory projection of its own preoccupations, whether individual or collective.
There is nothing, however, in this supposition that would trouble modern psychology, since it is
ready to go much further than this, when it asserts, for example, that the fundamental forms of
thought, the laws of logic, merely represent a residue of ancestral habits.7 This path is one that
leads to the outright denial of intelligence and to its replacement by biological fatalities, if indeed
psychology can go that far without encompassing its own ruin.In order to be able to “situate” the
soul in relation to other cosmic realities or realms, one must refer to the cosmological scheme
that represents the degrees of existence in the form of concentric circles or spheres. This
scheme, which makes symbolical use of the geocentric conception of the visible universe,
symbolically identifies the corporeal world with our terrestrial surroundings; around this center
extends the sphere—or spheres—of the subtle or psychic world, surrounded in turn by the
sphere of the world of pure Spirit. This representation is naturally limited by its own spatial
character, but it nevertheless expresses very well the relationship that exists between these
various states. Each of the spheres, considered in itself, presents itself as a complete and
perfectly homogeneous whole, whereas from the “point of view” of the sphere immediately
above, it is but a content thereof. Thus the corporeal world, envisaged at its own level, does not
know the subtle world, just as the latter does not know the supra-formal world, precisely
because it encloses only that which has a form. Furthermore, each of these worlds is known and
dominated by that which exceeds and surrounds it. It is from the immutable and formless
background of the Spirit that the subtle realities become detached as forms, and it is the soul
which, through its sensory faculties, knows the corporeal.This double relationship of things,
which a priori is hidden from our individual vision, can be grasped in all its reality when one
considers the very nature of sensible perception. On the one hand, this truly reaches the
corporeal world, and no philosophical artifice will be able to convince us of the contrary; on the
other hand, there is no doubt that all we perceive of the world are but those “images” of it that our
mental faculty is able to keep hold of, and in this respect the whole fabric of impressions,
memories, and anticipations—in short, everything that for us constitutes the sensible continuity
and logical coherence of the world—is of a psychic or subtle nature. It is in vain that one will try
to know what the world is “outside” this subtle continuity, since this “outside” does not exist:
surrounded as it is by the subtle state, the corporeal world is but a content thereof, even though
it appears, in the mirror of this state itself, as a materially autonomous order.8It is obviously not
the individual soul, but the entire subtle state that contains the physical world. The logical



coherence of the latter presupposes the unity of the former, and this is manifested indirectly by
the fact that the multiple individual visions of the sensible world, fragmentary though they be,
substantially coincide and are integrated in one continuous whole. The individual soul
participates in this unity both by the structure of its cognitive faculties, which is in conformity with
the cosmic order, and also by its nature as subject, containing the physical world in its own way;
in other words, the physical world is a “world” only in relation to the individual subject, by virtue of
the cleaving of consciousness into object and subject, a cleaving that results precisely from the
“egoic” polarization of the soul. By this same polarization, the soul is distinguished from the
totality of the subtle state—the “total” or “universal soul” of Plotinus—without, however, being
separated from it substantially. For if it were separated from it, our vision of the world would not
be adequate to reality; but in fact it is so, in spite of the limitations and the relativity of all
perception.It is true that we ordinarily perceive only a fragment of the subtle world—the fragment
that we “are”, and that constitutes our “myself”—whereas the sensible world reveals itself to us
in its macrocosmic continuity, as a whole that seems to include us. This is because the subtle
world is the very field of individuation; in reality, we are plunged in the ocean of the subtle world
as fishes are in water, and like them, we do not see that which constitutes our own element.As
for the opposition between the “inward” psychic world and the “outward” corporeal world, this is
actualized only in relation to, and in function of, the latter. In itself, the subtle world is neither
“inward” nor “outward”; it is at most “non-outward”, whereas the corporeal world is outward as
such, which furthermore proves that it does not enjoy an autonomous existence.The corporeal
state and the psychic state together constitute formal existence; in its total extension, the subtle
state is none other than formal existence, but one calls it “subtle” inasmuch as it escapes the
laws of corporeity. According to one of the most ancient and most natural symbolisms, the subtle
state may be compared to the atmosphere surrounding the earth which pervades all porous
bodies and is the vehicle of life.A phenomenon can only be truly understood through its
relations, both “horizontal” and “vertical”, with total Reality. This truth applies particularly, and in a
certain sense practically, to psychic phenomena. The same psychic “event” can simultaneously
be the response to a sensory impulsion, the manifestation of a wish, the consequence of a
previous action, the trace of the typical and ancestral form of the individual, the expression of his
genius, and the reflection of a supra-individual reality. It is legitimate to consider the psychic
phenomenon in question under one or other of these aspects, but it would be unwarranted to
seek to explain the movements and purposes of the soul by one—or even by several—of these
aspects exclusively. In this connection let us quote the words of a therapist who is aware of the
limitations of contemporary psychology:There is an ancient Hindu maxim whose truth is
incontestable: “What a man thinks, that he becomes”. If one steadfastly thinks of good deeds,
one will end by becoming a good man; if one always thinks of weakness, one will become weak;
if one thinks of how to develop one’s strength (bodily or mental), one will become strong.
Similarly, if for years one is engaged almost daily in stirring up Hades,9 in explaining
systematically the higher in terms of the lower, and at the same time ignoring everything in man’s



cultural history which, despite lamentable errors and misdeeds, has been regarded as
worthwhile, one can scarcely avoid the risk of losing all discernment, of leveling down the
imagination (a source of our life), and of severely reducing one’s mental horizon.10Ordinary
consciousness illuminates only a restricted portion of the individual soul, and the latter
represents only a tiny part of the psychic world. Nevertheless, the soul is not cut off from the rest
of this world; its situation is not that of a body rigorously limited by its own extension and
separated from other bodies. What distinguishes the soul from the rest of the vast subtle world is
uniquely its own particular tendencies, which define it—if one may employ a simplified image—
as a spatial direction defines the ray of light that follows it. By these very tendencies, the soul is
in communion with all the cosmic possibilities of analogous tendencies or qualities; it assimilates
them and is assimilated by them. For this reason, the science of cosmic tendencies—the gunas
of Hindu cosmology—is fundamental for the knowledge of the soul. In this connection, it is not
the outward context of a psychic phenomenon—the accidental occasion for its manifestation—
that matters essentially, but its connection with sattva, rajas, or tamas—the “upward”,
“expansive”, and “downward” tendencies—which confers on it its rank in the hierarchy of inward
values.Since the motives of the soul are perceptible only through the forms that manifest them, it
is on these forms or manifestations that a psychological assessment must needs be founded.
Now, the part played by the gunas in any form whatsoever can be measured only in a purely
qualitative manner, by means of precise and decisive—but in no wise quantitative—criteria,
such as are entirely lacking in the wholly profane psychology of our time.There are some psychic
“events” whose repercussions traverse all the degrees of the subtle world “vertically”, since they
touch on the essences; others—these are ordinary psychic movements—only obey the
“horizontal” coming and going of the psyché; and finally, there are those that come from the
subhuman depths. The first mentioned are not capable of being expressed entirely—they
comprise an element of mystery—and yet the forms which they may from time to time evoke in
the imagination are clear and precise, like those that characterize authentic sacred arts. The last
mentioned, namely demonic “inspirations”, are unintelligible in their very forms; they “ape” the
genuinely mysterious by the nebulous, obscure, and equivocal character of their formal
manifestations; examples of this are readily to be found in contemporary art.When studying the
formal manifestation of the soul, one must, however, not forget that man’s psycho-physical
organism can display strange caesuras or discontinuities. Thus, for instance, in the case of the
somewhat “anarchical” category of contemplatives known as “fools of God”, the spiritual states
do not manifest themselves harmoniously and normally and do not make use of the reason;
inversely, an intrinsically pathological state—and as such dominated by infrahuman and chaotic
tendencies—may incidentally and by accident comprise openings onto supra-terrestrial realities;
this is but saying that the human soul is of an inexhaustible complexity.Viewed as a whole, the
subtle world is incomparably vaster and more varied than the corporeal world. Dante expresses
this by making the entire hierarchy of planetary spheres correspond to the subtle world, whereas
he makes only the terrestrial domain correspond to the corporeal world. The subterranean



position of the hells, in his system, merely indicates that the states in question are situated below
the normal human state; in reality, they are also part of the subtle state, and this is why some
medieval cosmologists place the hells symbolically between heaven and earth.11Experience of
the subtle world is subjective—except in the case of certain sciences quite unknown to the
moderns—because consciousness, in identifying itself with subtle forms, is affected by their
tendencies, just as a ray of light is turned from its course by the form of a wave that it happens to
traverse. The subtle world is made up of forms; in other words, it comprises diversity and
contrast; but these forms do not possess, in themselves or outside of their projection in the
sensible imagination,12 spatial and defined contours as in the case of corporeal forms. They are
entirely active or, to be more exact, dynamic, pure activity belonging only to the essential “forms”
or archetypes that are to be found in the pure Spirit. Now the ego or individual soul is itself one of
the forms of the subtle world, and the consciousness that espouses this form is necessarily
dynamic and exclusive; it realizes other subtle forms only insofar as these become modalities of
its own egoic form.Thus it is that in the dream state individual consciousness, even though
reabsorbed into the subtle world, nonetheless remains turned back on itself; all the forms that it
experiences in this state present themselves as simple prolongations of the individual subject, or
at least they appear so in retrospect and inasmuch as they verge on the waking state. For in
itself, and despite this subjectivism, the consciousness of the dreamer is obviously not
impermeable to influences coming from the most diverse “regions” of the subtle world, as is
proved, for example, by premonitory or telepathic dreams, which many people have
experienced.13 Indeed, while the imagery of a dream is woven from the very “substance” of the
subject—a “substance” that is none other than the progressive actualization of his own psychic
form—it nonetheless manifests, incidentally and to different degrees, realities of a cosmic
order.The content of a dream can be considered in many different ways. If one analyzes the
materia of which it is composed one will find that it is constituted by all sorts of memories, and in
this respect the current psychological explanation, which makes the dream the expression of
subconscious residues, is largely right. It is not, however, excluded that a dream may also
comprise “matters” that in no wise proceed from the personal experience of the dreamer and
that are like traces of a psychic transfusion from one individual to another. There is also the
economy of the dream, and in this connection we can quote the following description by C. G.
Jung, which is exact despite the radically false theses of the author:The dream, deriving from
the activity of the unconscious, gives a representation of the contents that slumber there; not of
all the contents that figure in it, but only of certain of them which, by way of association, are
actualized, crystallized, and selected, in correlation with the momentary state of
consciousness.14As for the hermeneutics of dreams, this eludes modern psychology in spite of
the latter’s efforts in this direction, because one cannot validly interpret images reflected by the
soul without knowing to which level of reality they refer.The images one retains on waking from a
dream generally represent only a shadow of the psychic forms experienced in the dream state
itself. On passing into the waking state, a sort of decantation occurs—one can be aware of this—



and something of the reality inherent in the dream evaporates more or less rapidly. There exists,
nevertheless, a certain category of dreams, well-known to traditional oneirocrisy, the memory of
which persists with an incisive clarity, and this can happen even if the profound content of these
dreams appears to conceal itself. Such dreams, which mostly occur at dawn and continue until
waking, are accompanied by an irrefutable feeling of objectivity; otherwise put, they comprise a
more than merely mental certainty. But what characterizes them above all, and independently of
their moral influence on the dreamer, is the high quality of their forms, disengaged from every
turbid or chaotic residue. These are the dreams that come from the Angel; in other words, from
the Essence that connects the soul to the supra-formal states of the being.Since there are
dreams of divine or angelic inspiration, their opposite must also exist, and these are dreams of
satanic impulsion, containing palpable caricatures of sacred forms. The sensation
accompanying them is not one of cool and serene lucidity, but of obsession and vertigo; it is the
attraction of an abyss. The infernal influences sometimes ride the wave of a natural passion,
which opens the way for them, so to speak. They are, however, distinguishable from the
elementary character of passion by their prideful and negative tendency, accompanied either by
bitterness or else by sadness. As Pascal said: “He who tries to play the angel will play the beast”,
and indeed nothing is so apt to provoke caricatures, both in dreams and out of them, as the
unconsciously pretentious attitude of the man who mixes God with his own highly particularized
ego—the classical cause of many of the psychoses studied by post-Freudian psychologism.15It
was starting from the analysis of dreams that C. G. Jung developed his famous theory about the
“collective unconscious”. His observation of the fact that a certain category of dream images
could not be explained simply on the basis of their being residues of individual experiences led
Jung to distinguish, within the unconscious domain whence dreams are fed, between a
“personal” zone whose contents represent basically the other face of individual psychic life, and
a “collective” zone made up of latent psychic dispositions of an impersonal character, such as
never offer themselves to direct observation, but manifest themselves indirectly through
“symbolic” dreams and “irrational” impulsions. At first sight, this theory has nothing extravagant
about it, except its use of the term “irrational” in connection with symbolism. It is easy to
understand that the individual consciousness centered on the empirical ego leaves on the
margin or even outside itself everything which, in the psychic order, is not effectively attached to
that center, just as a light projected in a given direction decreases towards the surrounding
darkness. But this is not how Jung understands the matter. For him, the non-personal zone of
the soul is unconscious as such; in other words, its contents can never become the direct object
of the intelligence, whatever be its modality or however great its extension.Just as the human
body displays a common anatomy, independently of racial differences, so also the psyché
possesses, beyond all cultural and mental differences, a common substratum, which I have
named the collective unconscious. This unconscious psyché, which is common to all men, is not
made up of contents capable of becoming conscious, but solely of latent dispositions giving rise
to certain reactions that are always identical.16And the author goes on to insinuate that it is here



a question of ancestral structures that have their origin in the physical order:The fact that this
collective unconscious exists is simply the psychic expression of the identity of cerebral
structures beyond all racial differences… . The different lines of psychic evolution start out from
one and the same trunk, whose roots plunge through all the ages. It is here that the psychic
parallel with the animal is situated.17One notices the plainly Darwinian turn of this thesis, the
disastrous consequences of which show themselves in the following passage: “It is this that
explains the analogy, indeed the identity, of mythological motives and of symbols as means of
human communication in general.”18 Myths and symbols would thus be the expression of an
ancestral psychic fund that brings man near to the animal! They have no intellectual or spiritual
foundation, sincefrom the purely psychological point of view, it is a question of common instincts
of imagining and acting. All conscious imagination and action have evolved on the basis of these
unconscious prototypes and remain permanently attached to them, and this is especially so
when consciousness has not yet attained a very high degree of lucidity, in other words, as long
as it is still, in all its functions, more dependent on instinct than on conscious will, or more
affective than rational.19This quotation clearly indicates that, for Jung, the “collective
unconscious” is situated “below”, at the level of physiological instincts. It is important to bear this
in mind, since the term “collective unconscious” in itself could carry a wider and in a fashion
more spiritual meaning, as certain assimilations made by Jung seem to suggest, especially his
use—or rather his usurpation—of the term “archetype” to signify the latent, and as such
inaccessible, contents of the “collective unconscious”. For though the archetypes do not belong
to the psychic realm, but to the world of pure Spirit, they are nevertheless reflected at the
psychic level—as virtualities of images in the first place—before becoming crystallized,
according to the circumstances, in images properly so-called, so that a certain psychological
application of the term “archetype” could at a pinch be justified. But Jung defines the “archetype”
as an “innate complex”20 and describes its action on the soul thus: “Possession by an archetype
makes of a man a purely collective personage, a kind of mask, under which human nature can
no longer develop, but degenerates progressively.”21 As if an archetype, which is an immediate
and supra-formal determination of Being—and non-limitative by this very fact—could in some
way cast a spell on and vampirize the soul! What is really in question in the more or less
pathological case envisaged by Jung? Simply a dissociation of the possibilities inherent in the
subtle form of a man, a form that includes multiple aspects, each of which has something unique
and irreplaceable about it. In every non-degenerate human individual there is to be found in
potency a man and a woman, a father and a mother, a child and an old man, as well as various
qualities or “dignities” inseparable from the original and ontological position of man, such as
priestly and royal qualities, those of a creative craftsman, of a servant, and so forth. Normally all
these possibilities complete one another; here there is no irrational fund of the soul, for the
coexistence of these diverse possibilities or aspects of the human form is perfectly intelligible in
itself and can be hidden only from the eyes of a mentality or civilization that has become one-
sided and false. Any genius-like development of one of these multiple possibilities or



dispositions inherent in the human soul requires, moreover, the integration of the
complementary possibilities; the true man of genius is a balanced being, for where there is no
balance there is no greatness either. The opposite of such a development is a barren and
pathological exaggeration of one of the soul’s possibilities at the expense of the others, leading
to that kind of moral caricature compared by Jung to a mask; and let it be added that it is the
carnivalesque mask one must think of here, and not the sacred mask which, for its part, does
indeed express a true archetype and therefore a possibility that does not bewitch the soul but on
the contrary liberates it.22Psychic dissociation always produces a fixation as well as a tearing
apart between opposing poles, and this is rendered possible only by the clouding over of that
which, in the soul, corresponds to the archetype. At the antipodes of this imbalance productive
of hypertrophies, perfect virility, for example, in no wise excludes femininity, but on the contrary
includes and adapts it, and the inverse is also true. Similarly, the genuine archetypes, which are
not situated at the psychic level, do not mutually exclude but comprise and imply one another.
According to the Platonic and hallowed meaning of the term, the archetypes are the source of
being and knowledge and not, as Jung conceives them, unconscious dispositions to act and
imagine. The fact that the archetypes cannot be grasped by discursive thought has no
connection with the irrational and obscure character of the supposed “collective unconscious”,
whose contents are said to be known only indirectly through their “eruptions” on the surface.
There is not only discursive thought, there is also intellectual intuition, and this attains to the
archetypes from the starting-point of their symbols.No doubt the theory according to which
ancestral structures constitute the “collective unconscious” imposes itself on modern thought all
the more easily in that it seems to be in agreement with the evolutionist explanation of the
instinct of animals. According to this view, instinct is the expression of the heredity of a species,
of an accumulation of analogous experiences down the ages. This is how they explain, for
example, the fact that a flock of sheep hastily gathers together around the lambs the moment it
perceives the shadow of a bird of prey, or that a kitten while playing already employs all the tricks
of a hunter, or that birds know how to build their nests. In fact, it is enough to watch animals to
see that their instinct has nothing of an automatism about it. The formation of such a mechanism
by a purely cumulative—and consequently vague and problematical—process is highly
improbable, to say the least. Instinct is a non-reflective modality of the intelligence; it is
determined, not by a series of automatic reflexes, but by the “form”—the qualitative determination
—of the species. This form is like a filter through which the universal intelligence is manifested.
Nor must it be forgotten that the subtle form of a being is incomparably more complex than its
bodily form. The same is also true for man: his intelligence too is determined by the subtle form
of his species. This form, however, includes the reflective faculty, which allows of a
singularization of the individual such as does not exist among the animals. Man alone is able to
objectivize himself. He can say: “I am this or that.” He alone possesses this two-edged faculty.
Man, by virtue of his own central position in the cosmos, is able to transcend his specific norm;
he can also betray it, and sink lower; corruptio optimi pessima.23 A normal animal remains true



to the form and genius of its species; if its intelligence is not reflective and objectifying, but in
some sort existential, it is nonetheless spontaneous; it is assuredly a form of the universal
intelligence even if it is not recognized as such by men who, from prejudice or ignorance, identify
intelligence with discursive thought exclusively.
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A person in the Work, “An outstanding anthology that rescues spirituality from the coffin nails of
psychoanalysis. Sotillos as editor and contributor has compiled here an extraordinary anthology
of essays by outstanding scholars who understand the threat of psychoanalysis to religious
traditions. I myself have been quite alarmed by experiences of seeing people, in effect, stick
their Jung in their buggy along with their Zen and corn flakes as if it were just another fruit for the
spiritual seeker to digest. It's a flagrant contradiction. What is actually present is a conspiracy of
people like Jung, Eliade and Hillman who sometimes subtly and sometimes viciously deny not
only the existence of god or a higher power but even deny anything spiritual at all - anything
beyond the most ordinary level and state of existence. This is a very serious threat to religion.
Fortunately we have this superb collection of highly competent and shrewd essays that seek to
remedy this tragedy and expose the danger. If you are a religious person, you need to take this
book seriously, and get others to do the same. The book is a scholarly and powerful sword
against this entrenched anti-spiritual force in the world.”

Rosarium, “A spiritual antidote to an impasse. Psychology and the Perennial Philosophyedited
by Samuel Bendeck SotillosBloomington, Indiana: World Wisdom, 2013What follows are
reflections on Psychology and the Perennial Philosophy, written in the hope of offering some
perspectives on possible exchanges between what, during the course of this review, may be
called contemporary psychology on the one hand and what has been adequately described as
principial psychology or pneumatology on the other hand.An editorial opens the book,
summarizing the aims and structure of the work, and which is worth reproducing here:"This
issue of Studies in Comparative Religion, focused on "Psychology and the Perennial
Philosophy," offers for the first time the distinctive and imperative perspective on the human
psyche and the fullness of human condition in light of the timeless truths at the heart of the
world's sapiential traditions. Its intent is to reclaim the sacred psychology that was known at all
times and places before the emergence of the modern world. The theme is organized under
three essential rubrics: "I. Critique," encompasses the core challenges and limitations that
modern psychology in all of its schools and "forces" faces; "II. Theoria" provides further
contemplations on the principial understanding of what is meant by psychology, or the "science
of the soul," when contextualized within the integral metaphysics of the perennial philosophy; "III.
Praxis" presents the direct application of the plenary principles, not only for psychological health
and well-being, but in its often forgotten primary function: the facilitation of self-realization in
divinis, in order to know what it means to be truly human. This after all is the raison d'être for
psychology in the first place."The volume begins, under the heading of Critique, with essays
which will most likely be familiar to a seasoned student of the Perennial Philosophy: whether or
not a reader possesses such familiarity, he will find them an excellent collection of pieces not
only for their timely criticism--both of contemporary psychology's thinly-veiled, howbeit



syncretistic, scientism in general, and its misunderstanding concerning the place and role of the
psyche in particular--but also, and most especially, for its presentation of traditional data: for it is
only by means of first of all coming to an understanding of what it means to be man, imago Dei,
that one can hope to navigate through the cacophony of modern errors on the subject of the
spiritual life and onto a path of true remedy for one's soul, plunged as it is into the exigencies of
our fallen state.Titus Burckhardt's selection on "Modern Psychology" is one of a kind, providing a
criticism of contemporary psychology of such rigor as can only be had in the light of traditional
cosmology, which, along with the contributed articles by Schuon and Sherrard, exposes at once
the contradiction of relativism and the danger of scientism: in the absence of an episteme
properly-so-called, specialists will inevitably generalize beyond their field of inquiry, extrapolating
illegitimately from necessarily limited data to make absolutist claims. William Stoddart's piece,
replete with helpful diagrams on the contents of the soul and the degrees of Reality, fulfills its
aim in "Situating the Psyche", while the selection from Guénon's magnum opus on "The
Confusion of the Psychic and the Spiritual" corrects an error that pervades those schools of
psychology which gained ascendancy during the middle of the twentieth century, with a
breakdown in the barriers between what then remained of the traditional East and modern
West.Harry Oldmeadow's essay explores this phenomenon in some depth, opening a section
containing several previously unpublished essays. Through a few of these, including the editor's
own on "The Impasse of Modern Psychology", along with the pertinent book reviews, one may
gain a sense of the far-reaching effects of New Age thought on contemporary psychology, and
become introduced to some of the better known among humanistic and transpersonal
psychologists--perhaps, like this reviewer, for the first time. Prior to reading this volume few may
have been aware to what great extent certain writings of the Traditionalists have been
popularized, deformed, and misappropriated by those working under the banner of what are
identified as the "third and forth 'forces' of modern psychology". Analysis of the writings of Ken
Wilber--both in Segura's essay and the editor's own, along with Herlihy's book review--prove an
interesting exercise in the study of a lack of proportions; it is as if, despite all evidence to the
contrary, moderns will refuse to admit that a yardstick cannot be used to measure a mile! It is
astounding, but experience teaches that most of our contemporaries seriously believe that
modern science not only has something to offer, but can actually inform traditional religion--and
this on the levels of both theory and practice. One need only look to the destruction of what
remained of traditional Christianity in the West following the subversion of Catholicism with the
Second Vatican Council to see the bitter fruits of such an unholy union.Perhaps one of the most
fascinating among the essays in Theoria may be found in the last, Charles Upton's "Drug-
Induced Mysticism Revisited": the piece brought to mind Guénon's many admonitions, following
so many traditional spiritual authorities, against seeking spiritual realization in "mystical
experiences"--or, more broadly speaking, amongst any phenomena--which comment calls for
certain epistemological remarks. Even as Aristotle, speaking of ontological realization, could say
that "the soul is all that it knows", it may be worthwhile to note here that an individual faculty of



knowledge is by its very nature only adequate within the limits of the individual order, beyond
which it is incapable of grasping its object; our eyes, as faculties of sight, cannot see their own
seeing, as traditional Hindu scriptural commentators have remarked. Similarly, one would hasten
to add that in a phenomenological study of "mystical experiences" it must be taken as axiomatic
that the perceiving subject qua individual cannot attain unto a supra-individual object of
knowledge (in the Bhagavad Gita, Arjuna could not behold Krishna in all his glory); it is for such
a reason that traditional Christian spiritual directors warn aspirants under their care to disregard,
or at the very least to be wary of, "sensible consolations"--which can only too easily serve as
distractions from the goal of contemplative union, and the sources of which can just as well be
malefic as benefic, as Upton mentioned.Thus the locus of spiritual union must be "situated" in
the spiritual kernel of man, the heart or intellect, understood to be a supra-individual faculty
partaking of universal manifestation. (Traditional Catholic scriptural exegetes sometimes speak
of a synteresis, or a spark within the soul which allows man to judge objectively, which is to say
infallibly.) From the perspective of metaphysics as opposed to that of cosmology, it could be said
that the intellect is not so much a faculty within man--one can go so far as speak of the Holy
Ghost immanent within his soul, as Eckhart alludes to in speaking of the intellect as "uncreated
and uncreatable"--as sanctified men are in a sense individual souls co-operating with the
universal or Divine Intellect; for in the nexus that is the Logos the boundaries between the Divine
and the human mysteriously cease to be. From this principial point of view, the individual soul is
as but a husk, and this in turn allows us to understand the "phenomena" perceived by the soul
and associated--whether rightly or wrongly--with spiritual realization as mere accidents, ripples
or reverberations in time of an act that by our intelligence we know to "take place" in eternity. The
limits of language being what they are, it would be helpful to recall that in the Greek "mysteries"
refer not to that which cannot be understood, but that which cannot be communicated through
discursive language, precisely because such knowledge surpasses the individual order and is
best transmitted by means of traditional symbolism.If this review has paused at some length on
these epistemological considerations it is only because they are only too easily lost sight of--or
never properly understood in the first place--by those who would seek to wed the principles and
methods of contemporary and principial psychology; our aim was to show that, founded as they
are on wholly disparate suppositions concerning the nature and role of the soul, such a marriage
cannot hope to bear good fruit.Be that as it may, we have broached the notion of Praxis, and so
will end with a few brief comments on this section. This is a collection of essays with which a
reader of the Perennialists' corpus may likely have familiarity; among them the piece by Marco
Pallis may be mentioned as particularly outstanding, and it is one to which both serious seekers
and those solicited for spiritual counsel will do well to turn. The decision to end the volume with
Lindbom's essay on "Love" was a choice well made, for it served as a reminder of the end for
which our souls were created, which is none other than to love.This reviewer was also reminded
that in Catholicism, the children's Baltimore Catechism opens with the teaching that the purpose
of man's existence is to know, love, and serve the Lord, Our God: and yet, we cannot love what



we do not know, just as surely as we will not serve whom we do not love. There thus exists a
definite hierarchy between the faculties of the intellect and the will. Like so many modern fields
of investigation, contemporary psychology has, at best, conflated the two faculties or, at worst,
inverted their relationship. From another angle, worth mentioning is the ternary Spirit, soul, and
body--in hierarchical descent--of which the human microcosm is composed, if only to note in
passing that according to a traditional approach to etiology, the causes of mental disorders
could be said to originate in any one of these. Such is of course a far cry from the reductionist
approaches of much, and very likely all, of contemporary psychology. (See in this regard 
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.)Reflecting on all that has been said, let us end by recalling Christ's injunction to seek first the
Kingdom of God: according to the perspective of this applied principial psychology, all of man's
endeavors are to be undertaken with his final ends in view, and this because--in direct
opposition to the logic of the humanistic "hierarchy of needs" posited by Maslow--man's
individual soul can neither be satisfied, nor saved, but by self-transcendence. From the point of
view of such an operative principial psychology, then, primacy must needs be given to spiritual
realization, over and above--and sometimes even against--psychological fulfillment. By way of
example, contemporary psychology would be at a complete loss to explain something such as
the counsel given by a traditional Catholic confessor to a penitent to either offer his suffering up
to God, or the merits thereof on behalf of the soul of another. The notion of self-naughting cannot
but be lost to a science which wishes to model "well-being" in the mirror of self-seeking.”

DIYDoc, “Deep & Thorough Content. Thumbs up!. Deep philosophy and lots of historical info,
leaning towards the soul level of spiritual beliefs and understanding. A pleasant surprise!”

Richard House, “THIS is the "Psychology" of and for our collective human future. At last, a much-
needed antidote for, and riposte to, the endless positivistic drivel that emanates from the
Psychology discipline. Psychology desperately needs to be humanised through philosophy,
perennial wisdom, and a transpersonal perspective, and this book makes a very good start in
doing that. This is the "Psychology" of and for the future - and it can't some soon enough.Richard



House (former senior university lecturer in psychology)”

The book by Samuel Bendeck Sotillos has a rating of 5 out of 4.3. 20 people have provided
feedback.
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