
Le Bon’s narrow scientism (he wished to 
supersede the classical system of education 
in France with a new curriculum composed 
of mechanics, science, and technology) has 
dangerous consequences in an age where 
the loss of an image of man based precisely 
on that education which Le Bon disdains 
has left us with more technical apparatus 
than we have the moral wisdom to 
assimilate effectively. Furthermore, when 
Le Bon observes that “if nature had not 
been pitiless toward the weak, the world 
would have been peopled by monsters, and 
no civilization would have dawned,” the 
implications are there to be drawn and we 
have a quasi-scientific sanction for the 
selective breeding and sterilization pro- 
grams that flourished on the operating 
tables of the Third Reich. 

Although Le Bon accurately recognizes 
that human nature is chiefly activated by 
aspirations after a nebulous ideal, he pulls 
the rug out from under any ideal which 
can withstand the illusions of secular 
humanism and of political utopianism. All 
ideals for Le Bon are “illusions,” in- 
substantial vagaries which man un- 
consciously cultivates to preserve the 
species from suicide. Socialism is merely 
“the last illusion that is still vital” for Le 
Bon; and although he regards it as the 
most pernicious of illusions, what 
substitute can be advanced when “not 
truth but error has always been the chief 
factor in the evolution of nations”? Since 
all religions are reduced to the same level, 
what can the clear-sighted individual 
whom Le Bon so esteems, the intellectual 
“elitist” who places his faith in ratiocina- 
tion and the “temples of pure science,” op- 
pose to the secularized religion of 
socialism? Clearly, nothing. In one obser- 
vation Le Bon groups Ghenghis Khan and 
Napoleon in the same category as Buddha 
and Jesus, excusing the former to some 
degree because unlike the latter they did 
not “exert on the human soul a far pro- 
founder despotism .” 

Throughout this volume, which contains 
selections from Psychological Laws of the 
Evolution of Peoples, The Crowd, The 
Psychology of Socialzim, The Evolution of 

Matter, Opinions and Beliefs, Le Bon 
discloses epigrammatic brilliance and in- 
sight, but he remains a contradictory, 
disturbing, and even at times facile 
diagnostician of the modem age. In 
reading his works we are reminded of an 
observation by the equally brilliant but 
perhaps more profoundly perceptive 
French aphorist, Amiel: “An error is the 
more dangerous in proportion to the 
degree of truth which it contains.” 

Reviewed by STEPHEN I. GURNEY 

Beyond Philosophy? 

Mystical Reason, by William Earle, 
Chicago: Regney/Gateway, Znc., 1980. 
xu + 203 pp .  $6.95. 

To MINDS WHOSE teeth have grown soft 
from the positivistic gruel that has been 
forced down the throats of Anglo- 
American philosophers for the past seventy 
or eighty years, this book will be inedible. 
On the other hand, to minds long since 
determined that positivism and its kind 
are, at best, attractive side dishes that give 
the appearance of being nutritious but 
merely cause indigestion, the book will be a 
welcome relief. It marks, as do Professor 
William Earle’s books generally, a return 
to philosophy viewed as the love of wisdom 
rather than a compulsion for clarity as an 
end in itself. 

To  be more precise, this book is a return 
to the idealism of Hegel conjoined with the 
rationalism of Descartes and Spinoza ap- 
proached by way of the phenomenology of 
Husserl. This is not to say that Earle is an 
historian but rather that he draws inspira- 
tion from these sources for his own philoso- 
phical vision. He seeks to reinstate intui- 
tion, imagination, and passion to philoso- 
phy; to restore the sublime and the 
mysterious to a discipline that has become 
cold and lifeless. Earle seeks to restore 
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philosophy to the realm of the immediate 
as Hegel did a century ago when he said: 

The Spirit is turning away from the 
husks and, confessing that it is in trou- 
ble and cursing, it now demands from 
philosophy not so much self-knowledge 
as that philosophy should help the spirit 
to establish.. .substantiality and the 
solidity of being. Philosophy is asked to 
answer this need.. .by suppressing the 
discriminating concept, and by estab- 
lishing the feeling of things, granting 
not so much insight as edification. 

Following Hegel, Earle would seek to 
replace “the coldly progressing necessity of 
the subject matter” with “fermenting en- 
thusiasm.’’ This has been Earle’s concern 
from the time of the appearance of his first 
major philosophical treatise in 1955 to the 
present opus. Convinced as he is that our 
current cultural milieu is in the process of 
rapid disintegration, Earle has shown in- 
creasing interest in realms of consciousness 
that are generally regarded as territory for- 
bidden to philosophers, the “domain of the 
marvelous, the non-substantial but ephem- 
eral, the evanescent, [and] the contradic- 
tory.. . .” This is the realm of the surreal, of 
mysticism. It is forbidden territory, being 
treacherous for the philosopher burdened 
with the paraphernalia of discursive 
thought and the urge to conceptualize. 
The paradox is suggested by the title of the 
book under review. 

Against this background, Earle’s express 
purpose is “to develop as rigorously as 
possible an intentional or dialectical 
analysis of the mystic experience.” The 
dialectic seeks to “bring out what is 
hidden” to consciousness, which for the 
phenomenologist is the arena of philosoph- 
ical engagement. Universality, or objectivi- 
ty, is achieved because the phenomenolo- 
gist’s concern is for that which is essential 
in his experience; it is essential because it is 
shared by all who care to perform the 
eidetic reduction and “return to the things 
themselves.” 

Are we to assume, then, that mystical 
experience is a feature of human ex- 
perience generally? Earle’s response is an 

unequivocal “yes.” The key move is to stop 
attending to “the world’ and become con- 
scious of the being that is conscious of the 
world, the transcendental ego, the ego that 
constitutes its world but is not identical 
with it. By describing ordinary “events” 
and states of mind as they appear to reflec- 
tive, eidetic consciousness, we become 
aware of the interrelatedness of ex- 
perience, that “each.. .distinctive mode of 
consciousness, in its unique way, discloses 
another domain of reality or another face 
of it.. . .” We experience the insufficiency of 
each human experience which makes in- 
tuitively clear the fact of that which is self- 
sufficient. This self, in turn, is the 
transcendental ego, or God-since at the 
deepest levels of consciousness they can no 
longer be differentiated. 

Much of this book is an attempt to carry 
us to the threshold of these deeper levels 
of consciousness; to expand our sense of 
what comprises reasonableness b y  show- 
ing us that, ultimately, all reason is 
mystical-and to show that the grounds of 
our knowledge of beauty, truth, and 
goodness arise from the homogeneous 
nature of spirit, the identity of all things 
spiritual with one another. Perhaps this 
can best be seen by examining, briefly, the 
“mystical sources of excellences,” the good, 
the beautiful, and the true, as Earle 
discloses them. 

The source of goodness is to be found in 
“the sacredness or dignity of the person as 
both the origin and end of morality.” For 
Earle, it must be stressed, the “person” is 
not a postulate as it was for Kant; rather, it 
derives from “the consciousness of the 
transcendental ego as identical with the 
consciousness of God,” that is to say, con- 
sciousness of the status of the human spirit 
as one with spirit generally, with the source 
of all being. The same consciousness of the 
identity of the self with the “absolute 
spirit” arises in our awareness of beauty. 
Indeed, the aesthetic attitude has been 
described by many philosophers as mystical 
in its ability to capture attention and hold 
it in the world of the object which, for that 
moment, becomes one with the world of 
the subject. 
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Earle’s understanding of what con- 
stitutes truth ultimately requires the 
displacement of logic and conceptualiza- 
tion by intuition; a substitution of con- 
sciousncss of God for “facts.” It arises out 
of a sense of truth as troth, “which is the 
same as loyalty or faith. When true, I am 
faithful to friends and the God in them and 
in me. Therefore, the contrary to truth is 
not incorrectness, but betrayal.. . .” Truth 
is therefore not attributable to judgment 
but rather to consciousness, and it is 
ultimately moral, since on the level of feel- 
ing, implicit in every conscious state, we 
are conscious of ourselves as one with one 
another and with God, “God in a living 
situation, but God nonetheless.” 

Lest it be supposed that this book 
wallows in a thick fog of obscure utterances 
that leave the reader Alice-like, filled with 
ideas but not knowing exactly what they 
are, we should note that in an eminently 
readable style Earle seeks to “aid in com- 
prehension.” The results comprise several 
roads to the same place: the outer limits of 
philosophical discourse where it begins to 
blur and become one with poetic insight. 
The goal may be obscure but the traveling 
is fascinating. So is the pivotal claim of the 
book: the limits of philosophical awareness 
are intuitive: reason is ultimately mystical. 

With this central claim in mind we 
might also recall Earle’s aforementioned 
concern over the current state of culture. 
One of the sure signs of the decay of our 
current culture is the increasing inclination 
of people to turn inward, to wallow in 
solipsism of the present moment. In this 
regard, there is a danger in Earle’s in- 
sistence upon a return to mystical reason in 
that we might be unable to recognize self- 
transcendence and distinguish it from self- 
indulgence. We are told in an appendix 
that mystical consciousness differs from, 
say, a drug “trip” in that “genuine intui- 
tion gives itself over to the object and 
follows its essence, whereas pseudo- 
intuition refuses the invitation.” But we 
must pause at the threshold of this totally 
new awareness and ask how, when we leave 
the law of contradiction and the categories 
of human understanding behind, we will 

be able to make any distinctions at all, 
much less the important ones. It is instruc- 
tive to note that Earle’s book fascinates 
because it explores the region surrounding 
ordinary experience by using the tools of 
phenomenology, while embracing a deep 
love and knowledge of the history of 
philosophy. This reader, for one, doesn’t 
want to turn loose from these moorings any 
more than Earle does, since without them 
we are lost. 

Reviewed by HUGH MERCER CURTLER 

The Humanist as Ghost? 

The  Last Decade: Essays and Reviews, 
1965-75, Lionel Trilling, edited by 
Diana Trilling (Uniform Edition), New 
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1979. 241 pp .  $9.95. 

THIS IS A volume, presumably the final 
one, in the collected edition of the oeuzn-e 
of one of our century’s preeminent critics. 
Since its contents have so far been un- 
collected- two items left incomplete at the 
author’s death (1975), another two never 
before in print-the book is something of 
an omnium-gatherum. Its variety, though, 
mars neither its coherence nor unity. 
Anyone interested in Trilling or concerned 
about today’s cultural crises will welcome 
it. The Last Decade may not add notably 
to its author’s stature, but it proves no 
falling-off of his powers. 

The book comprises eleven pieces, a 
brief headnote dating and describing each. 
These range through introductions done 
for other volumes, long essay-reviews, lec- 
tures, essays, and an appendix, “Some 
Notes for an Autobiographical Lecture.” 
To  our loss, this last was the start of a 
memoir Trilling planned as his next pro- 
ject when death intervened. Two of the 
essays are more or less directly political, 
dealing with the radicalism of the Great 
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