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Abstract:
This thesis presents the historiographical concerns guiding the work of Christopher
Dawson, Roman Catholic historian, sociologist, and philosopher of history, in terms of a
science of human being, which is adequate to conceptualize human activity in time. The
author attempts to show that Dawson rejects the modern, empirical paradigm, both for its
secularity and its reconceptualization of the relation between time and human activity in
history. A conceptual continuity Dawson sees between the work of modern empirical
thinkers G.W.F. Hegel, Karl Marx, and Friedrich Nietzsche, and its consequences for
understanding history as a teleological process, or the progress of Reason, consciousness,
Spirit, self-overcoming, etc., is treated in the first section. Dawson's account of the
natural conditions of human knowing, and its relation to his theory of culture, is treated in
the second section. And in the final section, Dawson's understanding of the relation
between religion and culture is presented.

THERE IS NO GETTING AWAY from history. Man carries it with him wherever he
goes and whether he knows it or not. His thoughts and his actions are alike
influenced by this invisible burden, which is not a dead weight but an active force
that impels him forward along the path he has to travel.1
As I sat down to scratch some preparatory notes for these introductory comments, I was
confronted with the problem of how to communicate what Christopher Dawson identifies as 'the
problem of history' in an adequate conceptual frame. The study of human history is treated by
him as essentially a 'spiritual' enterprise—and for reason of recognizing its 'spiritual' character,
he stubbornly held to the superior 'scientific' quality of his articulation of'the Christian view of
history' over that of a 'scientific' or 'critical' historical method. Both of the latter Dawson
regarded as 'spiritual' enterprises for reason of their being intellectual endeavors, with the
difference that the modern conception of 'science' had forgotten its essentially 'spiritual'
character. '[T]he breach of commune between the spiritual and rational order,' he states, 'is the
Omost formidable problem that confronts the modern world.' The task I have set myself to, then,
will be one of translation, with the purpose of presenting the reader a glimpse into a conception
of human existence in which the 'spiritual,' or 'subjective,' side of human being always
impresses itself on the material, or objective, side, and vice versa. The translation is doubly
difficult because Dawson's use of the term 'spiritual' extends beyond the merely 'subjective' to
include religious belief, rational thinking, and the depths of the unconscious mind—or the
activity of thinking per se. The task is difficult, to be sure, but not impossible. One commonly
held supposition comes to mind that may serve to illustrate what is meant by 'the problem of
history:' whenever persons objectify the writing of another—for example, readers reading this
essay—they bear along with them a subjective disposition towards understanding the concepts
1 Christopher Dawson, 'The Meaning of History,' Religion and World History: A Selection from the Works of
Christopher Dawson, eds. James Oliver and Christina Scott (Garden City, N.Y.: Image Books, 1975), 269.
2 Christopher Dawson, Religion and Culture: The Gifford Lectures, 1947 (New York: Meridian Books, 1958), 44.
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employed therein (the objects in question) with certain colorations of meaning that are the result
of their own appropriation of those concepts. Persons don't mean exactly the same things even
though persons may share in common a language and a set of terms furnished by that language.
Two comments may be made about these very human constraints on the communication of
meaning 'east of Eden,' so to speak, and 'after Babel.' Positively, persons possess the ability to
set themselves on a path towards understanding what another person means; and negatively,
persons have an innate predisposition towards misunderstanding. The 'problem of history'
Dawson spent a lifetime articulating is found at the intersection of understanding and
misunderstanding: not in the content of the concepts themselves, but in a potentially infinite
reiteration of the pairing of concepts around the stubbornly impenetrable question of human
nature. The reader should be able to find themselves at present an occupant of one iteration of
that potentially infinite series by reading this essay (objective) and thinking about what is written
(subjective), just as I found myself reading and thinking over Dawson's writings, in exactly the
same way he read and thought about the works of so many others. Those previous iterations will
take on an exclusively objective existence for the reader, but it is important to hold onto the
subjective reality that in a previous iteration, each of the persons in question occupied the same
dual position. My hope is that this will be enough to open door for the reader on 'the problem of
history,' as Dawson articulates it, to have an initial glimpse. Even if I have only managed to turn
the door handle, it is enough to begin.
The thesis that guides the course of my discussion of Dawson's historiography develops
on his thesis that the divorce between the rational and 'spiritual' order, which characterizes the
secular culture of the modern Western world, led to the dislocation of the relation between
internal and external (subjective/'spiritual' and objective/material) sides of human activity and
2

experience. At the heart of Dawson's critique of the 'doctrine of Progress' animating the
prevailing 'scientific spirit' of a secular culture can be found the simple observation that its
understanding of the human person had progressed beyond a unitary dual conception. In a much
older nomenclature, the human being ceased to be regarded as a composite unity of body and
soul—and the mind or memory of the human being was no longer understood to depend on the
testimony of the five senses to furnish it with knowledge of the external world. My thesis is that
the guiding concerns throughout Dawson's work are, positively, to establish what exactly is the
proper object of the study of human history, namely, the human being as a composite unity; and
negatively, to combat the principle of 'scientific' neutrality and a tendency in modern 'scientific'
historiography to go to the material evidences in search for some principle of causation, some
determinative law, in human history. By insisting on conceiving of human being as a composite
unity, Dawson treats scientists, that is, scholars engaged in any one of the scientific studies,
natural or otherwise, as agents responsible for their activity, binding the supposedly neutral
'scientific' observation to the scientist who observes and theorizes about the various sorts
materials found in the external world which they always already occupy, that is, some
geographical location with some material means for living, and as the inheritor of some social
tradition of education that furnishes them with some understanding of human existence. Having
deprived 'scientific' methodology of its objective 'neutrality,' Dawson is able to call into
question a tendency of modern 'scientific' historiography to search for some causal principle, or
set of laws, which a person takes to the interpretation of their source material. Just as the scientist
is an agent who always already finds him or herself in an external world, so the source materials
of human history, found in the external world, testify to the past human activity of giving form to
material.
3

Before I proceed to a brief synopsis of this essay, I want to point out that Dawson violates
the basic scholarly conventions of the 'critical' scholarship of a 'scientific' academy. He presents
no tentative hypothesis to be considered and tested against a body of empirical evidence—only
afterwards to be found wanting by succeeding generations of scholars who have accumulated
more evidence to bring to bear on, or uncovered a new set of questions about, the material
evidence available. He makes no attempt to establish between himself and his subject-matter a
'critical' distance. Rather, Dawson begins his study of human history convicted that the human
being is and always has been this composite unity. By so doing, he pointedly claims to be no
more and no less than any other human being who has ever lived, that is, he claims to share in
common with every other human being a commonality of being. The 'problem of history' is
articulated by Dawson in terms of the stubbornly impenetrable question of human nature: the
nature of a creature who is also a creator, whose creations continually fall short of perfection.
The study of the human past can tell us about no more and no less than the dignity and misery of
humankind, its great achievements and great failures, and all the activities which fall between
those two extremes. To ask the study of humanity's past for more must skew one's interpretation
of the material evidence.
A Christian of Roman Catholic confession, Dawson understood the 'problem of history'
to be the problem of humanity created in the image of God, but fallen in sin. In line with an
observation made by Aidan Nichols, O.P., who has said that the entire corpus of Dawson's work
is 'best though of as a latter-day City of God,' and in line with Dawson's own admission in a
private correspondence that his scholarly work was 'an attempt to reinterpret and reapply the

3 Aidan Nichols, O.P., 'Christopher Dawson's Catholic Setting,' in Eternity in Time: Christopher Dawson and the
Catholic Idea of History, eds. Stratford Caldecott and John Morill (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1997), 34.
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Augustinian theory of history,'4 I will argue that historiography which informs his reading of
human history is an attempt to rethink the anthropological and cultural implications of the works
of Saint Augustine for the modern age. From the cradle to the grave, he will affirm with
Augustine, human beings, both personally and communally, live their lives 'bearing his mortality
with him,'5 where he says,
Man, like every other form of animal life, is the creature of environment, heredity,
and function, and consequently his culture is not an abstract intellectual
construction, but a material organization of life, which is submitted to the same
laws of growth and decay, of 'generation and corruption,' as the rest of the
material world.6
One of the basic Augustinian directives Dawson brings to the study of human history worth
mentioning up front, especially because it militates against a 'scientific' tendency to surrender to
the multiplicity of features that might be abstracted and isolated for closer examination from the
material evidences, is the 'spiritual' unity of the world-historical narrative. In the same manner
the human being is and always has been this composite being,
The Christian view [of history] is co-extensive with time. It covers the whole life
of humanity on this planet and it ends only with the end of this world...It is
essentially a theory of the interpenetration of time and eternity: so that the
essential meaning of history is to be found in the growth of the seed of eternity in
the womb of time. For man is not merely a creature of the economic process—a
producer and consumer [contra Marx]. He is an animal that is conscious of his
mortality and consequently aware of eternity.. .Christians not only believe in the
existence of a divine plan in history, they believe in the existence of a human
society which is in some measure aware of this plan and capable of co-operating
with it.7
The strength of the Augustinian position when compared to that of a 'scientific' historiography
4 Christopher Dawson, cited in Bradley J. Birzer, Sanctifying the World: The Augustinian Life and Mind of Christopher
Dawson (Front Royal, VI: Christendom Press, 2007), 26.
5 Saint Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: University Press, 1991), I.ifl]; 3.
6 Christopher Dawson, Progress and Religion: An Historical Enquiry (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of
America Press, 2001), 63.
7 Christopher Dawson, 'The Christian View of History,' Dynamics of World History, ed. John Mulloy (Wilmington,
DL.: ISI Books, 2002), 261.
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can be summed up quite simply in a few lines: human beings do not cooperate with a 'neat
system of laws and causal sequences from which [the meaning] of history can be automatically
o

deduced.' A search for causality or lawfulness in human history precludes an understanding of
the human being as an agent able to respond to the material and 'spiritual' realities of their
composite existence. For this anthropological object is a subject which has itself as its own
object.. And this anthropological subject lives its life stretched along a temporal trajectory^ a
spiritual extension or a succession of moments in time, between past and future; it lacks the
eternal viewpoint necessary to make a causal or lawful statement about its composite existence.
This essay is divided into three sections, the first of which presents a genealogical
account of the loss of an understanding of the human being as a composite unity. Dawson's
narrative of the 'spiritual' continuity between the theoretical innovations of Descartes, Hegel,
Marx, and Nietzsche has been set in the wider context of an academic community more or less
contemporaneous to his career, and his voice has been placed in concert with others. Like a
historical narrative organized by a rational telos, however, a genealogical narrative fails, in a
final sense, to appreciate the culture of the community in which the study of philosophy finds its
home; its slender narrative thread is an abstraction from the complex and composite whole of
past human activity. Following Dawson's lead, then, I make the theoretical leap from a
genealogical narrative into a cultural history by examining with him material evidence that
demonstrates that the theoretical innovations of a tradition of 'scientific' philosophy inaugurated
by Descartes exercised a considerable influence on the historical academy. Dawson's discussions
of Hegel's divinization of the political community and Marx's valorization of the homo
economicus should hopefully waylay any doubts about whether such cross-fertilization did
8 Christopher Dawson, 'History and the Christian Revelation,' Dynamics, 269.
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occur. Both have reflections in 19th and 20th century historiographical trends—nationalist and
socio-economic, respectively.
The second part of this essay describes Dawson's alternative to'scientific'
historiography, which I call a 'science of human being.' The term 'science' I use advisedly in
line with Dawson's usage, not in the sense intended by the term 'empirical' or 'ontical' which
implies the reduction of the entirety of human existence, past, present, and future, to a mere
material existence, but in a way that approximates the older Aristotelian sense of the word that,
begins with an individual encountering the external world through their five bodily senses.
Dawson employs this alternative understanding of scientific observation in conjunction with
Augustine's contention that the human being does not perceive the past directly, but only
encounters what is present-at-hand in the external world through their five senses. As a
consequence, the reality of our knowledge of past and future must be guaranteed by something
other than the bodily senses, which can be termed soul or mind, and its contents, memory. A
selection of Dawson's criticisms of the tendency of 'scientific' historiography to reduce the
human being to one or another modality of human activity, and his positive suggestions for an
adequate conceptual apparatus with which the historian might reconstruct the activities of a past
cultural community from the material evidences present-at-hand, are presented. Close attention
will be paid to Dawson's contention that culture, or enculturation, is conceptually equivalent to
the self-conscious efforts of human beings in community to educate succeeding generations.
The third section of this essay deals with Dawson's conception of the relation between
religion and culture. The question of the formative role of religious belief on the cultural
'spirit'—another term I use advisedly—of a community follows naturally from a composite
understanding of the human being: any articulation of the relation between the two sides of
7

composite unity must presuppose a moment of a simplicity of being in which the external and
internal sides of human being are reconciled to each other. This moment of simplicity transcends
the external world perceived through the five bodily senses; it sets the external and internal sides
of the composite human being into some relation or other, and, by so doing, into relation with the
moment of simplicity. The essential character, or cultural 'spirit,' of any particular community,
Dawson conceived on the same terms as the composite human being, who lives in community
with others, sharing in common a set of convictions about the nature of human existence. The
moment of simplicity, the transcendent object of religious worship, will go by many names in
different times and different places: sometimes Fate, sometimes World-Soul, sometimes God,
sometimes Brahman/Atman, sometimes Nirvana, sometimes Reason, sometimes Spirit, and
sometimes Death. Religion bridges the gap between the composite and the simple, according to
Dawson's definition, allowing him to survey the many ways human beings have conceived of
their relation to God. The essay closes by returning briefly to Dawson's criticism of the tendency
in 'scientific' scholarship to reduce the formative role played by religion on the culture of a
community to one or another modality of human activity. His criticism of the leading educators
of the secular culture of the modern West, who self-consciously instilled in succeeding
generations a conception of human existence that ignores basic questions about the natural
conditions of human knowledge of the external world given to sense perception, will also be
presented.
In conclusion, Dawson's contention that the tendency of 'scientific' scholarship to explain
both human activity and religion in terms of one or another modality of human activity entails
that the 'spirit' of the culture of secular modernity may be characterized by its having forgotten
that the human being, in all the modes of its activity, was and will always be a religious creature.
8

I. Three Visions of History

The treatment of the study of human history as a 'spiritual' enterprise creates a further difficulty
inasmuch as the sort of history Dawson writes is defined by a narrative, commentary style. This
earned him, Bradely Birzer notes in his recently published study on Dawson, the belittling
reputation of being 'a "mere" historian, a recorder, and a glorified scribe' among his neoThomist contemporaries.9 Those places where Dawson comes closest to conceptually developing
a historiography, he presents his theoretical position as a statement of fact interspersed with
commentary on, and criticism of, the positions of others. He very rarely develops his position in
the form of a theoretical argument at length, and never stops to demonstrate its internal
consistency. So my purpose will be to extract a historiography from Dawson's writings, develop
an understanding of its consistency, and translate it into a coherent form. The ever-present
danger with such an approach is that one runs the risk of doing more violence to the position of
one's interlocutor than is intended. Honoring Dawson's conception of 'the problem of history' is
one way to guard against an illegitimate imposition of meaning into the concepts he uses.
Another way is to observe Dawson engaging with his interlocutors and to examine the
plausibility of his appraisal of their positions against his contention that the secular culture of the
modern West is defined by the loss of an understanding of the human being as a composite unity.

1. Cartesian Rationalism
Dawson's life-long reflection on the 'spiritual' meaning of human history was borne out

9 Birzer 68.
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of a basic conviction that the secular culture of modern Europe was a 'spiritual' wasteland.
Treating the study of human history as a 'spiritual' enterprise, as a consequence, was a selfconscious application of remedy to malady. The narrative historical component of Dawson's
remedy can be found to be in conformity to the prescription offered by another of his
contemporaries, G.K, Chesterton, who said,
For it is often necessary to walk backwards, as a man on the wrong road goes
back to a signpost to find the right road. The modern man is more like a traveler
who has forgotten the name of his destination, and has to go back whence he
came, even to find out where he is going.10
In his first publication, The Age of the Gods (1928), Dawson returned as far back into the past as
any historian could go without passing beyond the 'spiritual' foundation of his historical work
into naturalist speculations about the evolutionary origins of the human species. The book is
presented as a synthesis of all the available researches on the earliest glimmerings of human
culture along the receding horizon of time and as a corrective to nationalist historiographies that
exulted some particular primitive community for being the originary bearers of some desirable
racial trait. Material evidence available present-at-hand might indicate some determinative
evolutionary tendency in the development of a given genus or species within that genus. In the
case of the human species and its ancestral genus, however, to say something determinative
about its development is to transgress the 'spiritual' limit for possible knowledge of humanity's
past.11 A mention is made by Dawson of the practice of the care of dead, evidenced by the
presence of weapons, tools, and food offerings at the grave of a homo neanderthalensis, which
seems to indicate much more than a mere passive submission to the determinative forces of
1 0 G.K. Chesterton, The New Jerusalem (Sioux Falls, S.D.: NuVision Publications LCC, 2007), 9.
1 1 This is a thesis Dawson shares with G.K. Chesterton, The Everlasting Man (1925) and C. S. Lewis, Miracles (1947),
both of whom maintained that the novelty of the human mind was one of two things that could not be explained away, or
subordinated to natural causes, if one examined with due care the history of the human race. The second was the person Jesus
Christ.
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nature.12 For my present purposes, it is not necessary to follow Dawson this far back into the
past. One of the consequences of 'the problem of history,' as he articulates it, is to come face to
face with the reality that a subjective interpretation always already belongs to the objective study
of the material evidences; or, in other words, that the theoretical a priori of the interpretation of
human history is co-terminus with its study. To develop a historiography that is conceptually
adequate to its anthropological object of investigation, therefore, one must study human history
rather than engage in the abstract speculations of an inquiry into the transcendental a priori
principles or structures of human knowing. Approached in this way, as the historian of
historiography Ernst Briesach argues, the study of human history can be conceived of as much
more than the nostalgic exercise of rummaging through dusty archives with the object of tracing
the course of its theoretical development from Clio to cliometrics.13
The second major publication of his scholarly career, Progress and Religion (1929), gave
Dawson the reputation of being a credible cultural theorist. This small volume can be described
as an attempt to make sense of how the culture of modern Europe differed from pre-modern and
non-Europeans cultures in the light of its intellectual innovations. The character of his inquiry is
largely foreign to the contemporary intellectual context, not the least because it outlines a
narrative of world history. At present there is a tendency to theorize about cultural difference by
abjuring all conceptions of transcendental subjectivity and by deconstructing every conception of
nature in order to live more comfortably with the unintelligibility of the 'spiritual' unity of
human history. Dawson accepted the reality of cultural differentiation, but treated it as
fundamentally intelligible, owing to the formative centrality of religious belief on the culture of a

1 2 Christopher Dawson, The Age of the Gods: A Study in the Origins of Culture in Prehistoric Europe and the A ncient
East (London: Sheed and Ward, 1934), 23.
1 3 Ernst Briesach, Historiography: Ancient, Medieval, & Modern (Chicago: University Press, 1983), 404.
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community.
The 'spiritual' impulse that moved through the culture of secular modernity, Dawson
claimed, was the 'doctrine of Progress,' whose intellectual origins could be traced to a movement
of'scientific,' Cartesianrationalism, and was propagated by, especially, the philosophes of the
French Enlightenment.
[T]he Cartesian movement... was the parent of modern rationalism, not on
account of its exaltation of reason, for that had been equally characteristic of the
Aristotelian tradition. The originalityof Descartes consisted rather in his complete
divorce of the human mind as a thinking substance from any dependence on, or
even any apparent relation to, the body which it informs and the conditions of
physical existence with which it appears to be bound up with.14
As a point of clarification, Dawson did not claim that Descartes made no attempt to account for
the relation between body and mind—the res externa and res cogitans. The world-historical
novelty of Descartes' innovation was rather to posit a strict dualism between 'two separate
worlds which could only be brought into contact with one another by the intervention of an
external power—the Cartesian deity.'15 Knowledge of the self was presumed to be available to
the same separate from the aid of the bodily senses via a simple act of intuition, dividing spirit
from matter, and soul from body. The relation between the human soul and body, out of which
are generated answers to the question of the natural condition of human knowing, touches on
what Dawson regarded as the perennial question of philosophy. He states, '[t]he problem of
spiritual intuition and its reconciliation with the natural conditions of human knowledge lies at
the root of philosophic thought, and all the great metaphysical systems since the time of Plato
have attempted a definitive solution.'16 Neither the intellectual traditions of Platonism, especially

1 4 Dawson, Progress, 20.
1 5 Dawson, Progress,

146.

1 6 Christopher Dawson, 'On Spiritual Intuition in Christian Philosophy,' Enquiries, 191.
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by way of Augustine, nor of Aristotelianism, especially by way of Saint Thomas Aquinas, had to
this point in their histories been bold enough to make the claim that Descartes had made. After
Descartes, and especially after Kant, however, the tradition of modern 'scientific' scholarship
tended to place its 'spiritual' end in a purity of reason or a purity of being found in human being
itself, thereby positing in humanity a simplicity of being pre-modern thinkers would have
ascribed only to Divinity—or, at least, not to humanity in the present life. It was here that
Dawson located the theoretical inspiration and precursor for the autonomous, secular culture of
the modern West, the breeding ground for communities formed around political ideologies: 'new
Powers armed with all the resources of modern scientific technique, which are inspired by a
ruthless will to power, that recognizes no law save that of their own strength.'17
When his theory of culture and education is taken up in more detail, Dawson's reticence
to follow the speculative route of philosophic argument will be explained in greater detail. For
the time being, the similarity between Dawson's position and David Hume's critique of
Cartesian rationalism can be noted. If to be post-Cartesian means that the knower can no longer
affirm with the likes of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas that the human being can trust the
perceptions of their five senses—that now the veracity of the testimony of the bodily senses must
be subjected to Cartesian doubt—so the ability of reason to doubt all that can possibly be
doubted must also be subjected to doubt. Hume's clever little inversion of methodological doubt
1 o

restored his faith in sense perception,

and for good reason. The study of human history

depends on the testimony of the bodily senses; the material evidences of past human activity are
not given to the human mind prior to encountering them in the external world through the bodily

1 7 Christopher Dawson, The Judgment of the Nations (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1942), 10.
1 8 David Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature (Mineola, N.Y.: Dover Publications, Inc., 2003), 154-6.
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senses—the mistake of a 'transcendental' history—but presuppose a long history of transmission
whereby knowledge is remembered and/or recorded and passed down from person to person
through the generations. 19 The transmission from person to person itself presupposes the
mediation of the bodily senses: knowledge of the human past is in a very literal sense testimony
that must be seen, heard, or read. One cannot presently know Dawson, for example, prior to
reading his work or hearing about him. The same may be likewise said for any person or
community of persons that have ever lived. Quite obviously, a past human life like that of
Dawson's no longer has a sensible existence per se, but the traces of its continued impress on
materials available present-at-hand do. Reflecting on the material constraints on human knowing,
Herbert Butterfield, another contemporary of Dawson, says in very similar fashion,
The historian does not have direct access to the insides of the people he deals
with; he imagines that they must have profundities of mind and motive,
tremendous corridors and recesses within, just as he has himself; but he has to
piece these out from scraps of external evidence and he must use imaginative
sympathy, must give something of himself, to the reconstruction of an historical
character.20
The spiritual malaise of modernity Dawson identified as an absolute a priori division in human
being, the idea that human thought did not depend on the bodily senses when thinking about the
nature of the external world, or the nature of human beings in the external world. When the
natural conditions of human knowing are so conceived, human memory is deprived of its
contents—and the human being is deprived of their connection to a community that has persisted
through time. But such is the revolutionary character of the 'doctrine of Progress': humanity
must transcend—that is, abandon—the problems that have occupied the attention of countless
generations in order to come into its own godless existence.

1 9 Ibid 104-5.
2 0 Herbert Butterfield, Christianity and History (London: G. Bell and Sons, Ltd.: 1949), 17-8.
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It is not as if, however, the question of the relation between the sensible material and the
human mind can be simply ignored. Some other way must be found to account for that relation.
Alfred North Whitehead, whose work Dawson was acquainted with and whose anthropological
concerns he shared, said this of the post-Cartesian attempt to reconceive the relation:
Thereby, modern philosophy has been ruined. It has oscillated in a complex
manner between three extremes. There are the dualists, who accept matter and
mind as on equal basis, and the two varieties of monists, those who put mind
inside matter and those who put matter inside mind.21
The general trend in modern philosophy identified here is a search for a substantial simplicity.
The dual type, as it informs a discussion of historiography, is represented especially by Kant's
99

'Idea of a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View,' but it will only indirectly
inform what follows. As shall be seen in the space below, concern to expose the two simple
monist positions will inform Dawson's readings of Hegel's absolute idealist reduction of matter
to mind, Marx's historical materialist reduction of mind to matter, as well as Nietzsche's
rejection of the entire project of 'scientific' scholarship. The remedy Dawson prescribed was to
recover a pre-Cartesian concern to see human being as a composite unity of two sides, one
external and the other internal, that is, of body and soul. Thereby he addressed the 'spiritual'
malaise of modernity on two fronts: a discussion of historiograpical theory and the actual
interpretation of the material evidence of past human activity. As Paul Costello points out,
Dawson's work 'center[s] on a profound examination of the roots of Christian culture to
demonstrate the continuity of Christian history into the modern era and to reassert the activating

2 1 Alfred North Whitehead, Science and the Modern World: Lowell Lectures, 1925 (New York: The Free Press, 1967),
55.
2 2 Immanuel Kant, 'Idea of a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View,' Theories of History, ed. Patrick
Gardiner (New York: The Free Press, 1959), 22-33.
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ideals that have been the unifying principle throughout Western history.'23 The 'spirit' of that
which had been lost at some time in the past could be recovered by returning to the material
evidences of that same past: the life of the human person, that is, 'the soul of man which is the
beginning and end of all human culture.'24
For all the ink proponents of Descartes' intellectual innovations might have spilled on
paper celebrating the newfound potentialities of a human mind able to come to self-certain
knowledge of itself, Dawson held that Cartesian rationalism contained within its articulation a
fundamental problem:
It is owing to this historical sense that the modern Western European differs most
profoundly from the men of other ages and cultures. World history means
infinitely more to him than it meant to the ancient Greek or Oriental thinkers. To
the latter, Time, and consequently, History, were without ultimate value or
significance; and to the modern European they are the very foundation of his
conception of reality. Yet this sense of history found no adequate expression in
the movement of scientific rationalism.25
A similar judgment is passed by Butterfield, who also identified the 'doctrine of Progress' as
being fundamental to the change in the prevailing European 'conception of reality.' 'An
important factor in the intellectual revolution of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was a
change in men's attitude to time, to the whole process of things in time and to the providential
order itself.'26
Now, regardless of how many voices might be assembled to testify that something of
significance changed, and that something of significance was lost in the process of becoming
secular and modern, why it should be a problem that Descartes and his disciples did not seek an

2 3 Paul Costello, World Historians and Their Goals: Twentieth-Century Answers to Modernism (Dekalb, IL: Northern
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adequate expression of historical sensibility still may not be readily apparent. Descartes did not
concern himself with the study of human history—and had use for knowledge of the past only
insofar as it served as a foil, a justification for his methodological doubt. The attitude espoused
by Descartes towards the past combined with his intention to doubt all that could possibly be
doubted, yielding a self-certain intuition of the self, in Dawson's estimation, would prove to be a
27

recipe for the 'spiritual' suicide of modern European culture. The Cartesian method may have
been severely criticized, Dawson readily admitted, but European intellectuals took from
Descartes a faith in the resident powers of the human mind and a belief in having made
'spiritual' progress, which 'was responsible for the formation of those abstract ideas—Reason,
Science, Progress, and Civilization.'28 Access unmediated by the bodily senses to 'spiritual'
truths about the composite unity of human being sounded a death-knell to historical sensibility; it
artificially severed the education of persons from continuously developing traditions—from the
memory of a human past, in essence, from humanity itself.
Dawson indicates that Descartes' intellectual innovation was an important moment of
transition, but not an entire break with the previous cultural paradigm. Descartes had still
professed the Catholic and Christian faith, though his work progressively showed its real face as
those thinkers who took up his self-certain point of departure turned the old Christian narrative
of human history against the Christian faith. Adherents to the project of scientific rationalism
reversed the Augustinian vision of a humanity divided between the City of God and the City of
Man, but commingled in the present age, by recasting the Church in the role of a body in need of

2 7 Christopher Dawson, 'The Spiritual Tragedy of Modern Man,' Religion and World History, 299.
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emancipation from 'the powers of darkness' by the children of light.29 Thus the intellectual
inheritance of an older Christian culture was preserved, but the use to which it had been put
altered significantly. One of the telltale marks of this changed attitude towards the nature of
human existence was the rejection of hoary wisdom stored in the tomes of antiquity. The
reasoning of the individual person now possessed infinitely more worth 'than all the learning to
be acquired from books and the schools, for they are founded on a direct intuitive certitude that
cannot be deceived.'

The tangible rungs on the ladder of human history, the material evidences

of a human past, were forcibly cut from beneath the human mind, which now stood on its own
substantial self, propelled ever upwards by sheer force of thought.
By speaking in such broad and general terms, we are wont to ask whether or not Dawson
had inherited some of the intellectual capital of the 'doctrine of Progress' (which we would call
the 'metanarratives of progress'). Is it possible, for example, to attribute the genesis of a new
'conception of reality' that formed the secular culture of modern Western civilization to the
theoretical work of a single man? Granting that the intellectual culture of the time was ripe for
change, Dawson would still want to answer affirmatively. In order to demonstrate the centrality
of Descartes' work to something like a European intellectual revolution, one does not need to
presuppose Cartesian self-certainty—and thus lapse into self-referential incoherence. It can be
substantiated just as easily by an alternative method of investigation like the one employed by
Randal Collins^ who charts the spread of ideas in terms of intellectual networks of persons:
Descartes, he demonstrates, existed at the center of a number of over-lapping networks, to which

2 9 Dawson, Progress, 21; Christopher Dawson, Religion and the Modern State (London: Sheed and Ward, 1935), 84.
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the pedigree of a great number of other later intellectual networks can be traced. But it remains
that Collins' impressive survey is only a confirmation of an under-appreciated facet of all
intellectual endeavors, namely, that there does exist in the minds of persons something like a
'canon' which privileges some thinkers, and some set of texts, over others for having something
like a 'seminal' insight into the nature of human existence. For example, Immanuel Kant
responded to Descartes' conception of the res cogitans in his Critique of Pure Reason (1781)
as opposed to that of any number of other early modern thinkers; and Martin Heidegger
examined Descartes' conception of the res extensa in his Being and Time (1927), again, as
opposed to that of any number of other thinkers.
For his part, Dawson would argue that Descartes' significance is not owing to his place in
the history of Reason or of Progress, but in the 'spiritual' significance of his renegotiation of a
relation between the 'spiritual' and material sides of human being that came to characterize the
culture of secular modernity.34 And further, Dawson would not claim that Descartes' theoretical
innovations had immediate consequences for the European, or more specifically for the French,
i f

culture of his own day. The philosophes of the French Enlightenment, who inherited Descartes'
faith in the resident powers of the human mind, Dawson recognized, had remained a small group
of intellectuals isolated from the body of French society.36 The abstract ideas yielded by
Descartes ' simple act of intuition took some time to find their way out of that small community
to change the cultural form of the European community, first in France with the Revolution of
3 1 Randal Collins, The Sociology ofPhilosophies:
UP, 1998), 527.
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1789, and then throughout continental Europe with transmission of French culture in the wake of
Napoleon's conquests, and finally with the revolutions of the 19th century. Moreover, the change
in the cultural form of European society was not found in the steady, progressive outworking of
abstract ideas, but in a moment of opportunity created by a rupture in the ancien regime, whose
origin Dawson traced to the Protestant Reformation.37 In his final study, the posthumously
published The Gods of the Revolution (1972), Dawson claimed that Jansenist opposition to the
Jesuit order created the cultural conditions necessary for the philosophes to become the
confessors of kings and political ministers. This sudden cultural transition has been elaborated
upon in much more detail by Dale Van Kley, who argues that 'the Jansenists, not the
philosophes, first engineered the suppression of a religious order in eighteenth-century France,
thereby paving the way for the later suppressions by the commission de reguliers and, of course,
the Revolution itself—and that they did so believing themselves to be defending the integrity of
•JQ

the Christian faith. In very similar terms, Dawson claimed that the Jansenist efforts were 'the
supreme example in history of the way in which religious persecution and repression defeats its
own object and serves the cause it is attempting to destroy.'40

2. G.W.F. Hegel: The universal science of historical becoming
Scientific rationalism of Cartesian pedigree was not the only intellectual movement that
attracted Dawson's attention. The development of what modern Europeans called a 'historical
sense,' he claimed, was the product of the efforts of the Romantic movement, 'which first taught
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men to respect the diversity of human life, and to regard culture not as an abstract ideal but as the
vital product of an organic social tradition.'41 It was with the Romantics that 'for the first time
men set themselves to re-create the past, and sought to enter with imaginative sympathy into the
life and thought of past ages and of different people.'42 In the work of G.W.F. Hegel, who is
taken here as representative of Dawson's comments on German idealism, an arranged marriage
of scientific rationalism and the historical sense was consummated, to the great disadvantage to
the latter. Dawson makes two points to summarize Hegel's work: first, Hegel claimed to possess
access to a higher form of reason, 'which is independent of sense experience and is capable of
comprehending pure and absolute being in an act of simple intuition,' and second, that the
opposition between the Cartesian dualism of matter and spirit was thereby abolished.43
In the work of Hegel, Dawson can be found to claim that the intellectual fruit of the
Cartesian cogito was harvested and used to seed the cultural ground for a society formed by the
'cult of the state which has become to an increasing extent the religion of the modern world,' an
intellectual precursor for the totalitarian states of Nazi Germany and Communist Russia.44 Nor is
he alone in passing this sort of judgment. In a study of German historicism, the historiographical
specialist Georg Iggers says similarly that for German intellectuals, 'historicism provided a
theoretical foundation for the established political and social structure of nineteenth century
Prussia and Germany.'45 So thoroughly did the 'spirit' of historicism pervade the German
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academy that even a person like Max Weber, who insisted on a strict division between fact and
value, was blinded to the one idol the entire tradition had worshiped: the nation-state.46 At the
same time, Dawson did not condemn Hegel outright for these later political and social
developments anymore than he condemned Descartes outright for treating the mind as a simple
substance. Working as a cultural historian, Dawson only notes Hegel's place in a historical
narrative of the 'spiritual' unfolding of a conception of human existence within which the
existence of 20th century totalitarian states would later be justified.47 Whether or not Hegel would
have approved of a totalitarian state, in fact, is beside the point. Dawson departs from the
assumption that Hegel belonged to a community of thinkers, whose systematic thoughts would
have unintended future consequences. As he says,

/

When the Romantics at the close of the eighteenth century spoke of Spirit, they
were using a word that was charged with the immense weight of Christian
tradition and mystical depth. And this is no less true of Hegel, who began as a
theologian and remained in a sense a theologian to the end. But his identification
of Spirit with rational activity—not only the creative activity of the cosmic Logos
but also, and no less, the rational activity of the human mind objectifying itself in
law and institutions—introduced another element into the conception, which
deprived it of its transcendent character and opened the way for the complete
secularization of the concept and the
system by the Hegelians of the Left,
AO
culminating in Feuerbach and Marx.

The point Dawson makes here is that Divinity was deprived of the transcendent position it had
occupied above the external world perceived through the bodily senses in the course of becoming
secular and modern. Hegel's reconceptualization of the assertion that 'in the Absolute, the A =
A, there is nothing of the kind [no difference], for there all is one'49 would be later taken by
Marx, for example, to be a moment of rupture in the 'spiritual' continuity of human history.
4 6 Ibid 173.
4 7 See Dawson, 'Hegel and the German Ideology,' Understanding Europe, 19.
4 8 Dawson, 'Hegel and the German Ideology,' Understanding Europe, 201.
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Hegel was supposed to have exhaustively articulated the contents of the concept of 'Spirit,'
making possible for Marx to formulate his own position: the existence of a transcendent Divinity
had always been a sham,
Dawson singles out Hegel's Elements of the Philosophy of Right (1821), highlighting its
widespread influence on both conservative and liberal traditions of political thought on the
European continent. If Hegel believed he had achieved self-consciousness and intuited Absolute
Spirit, however, the subsequent development of his theoretical position by others had shown him
to be in error. Note that in the above quotation Dawson makes a conspicuous distinction between
the 'rational activity of the human mind' and the 'creative activity of the cosmic Logos.' Hegel
made no such distinction between Spirit and the human mind: the individual's consciousness was
merely the immediate existence of Spirit.50 The consequence of his failure to make the
distinction was to see all individuals as objects of a single divine mind embodied by the state,
which Dawson described as an 'all-embracing organization, self-contained, self-conscious, selfdetermined: an autonomous totality, a complete moral world, the ultimate fruit of the tree of life,
the "Divine Idea as it exists on earth.'"51 The implicit criticism Dawson directed at Hegel draws
on a very 'English' sensibility propagated, especially, by Edmund Burke, whom Dawson often
cited as an authority on the French Revolution and on the understanding of organic development
of societies more generally. Burke had outright condemned the use of speculative reason when
applied to political philosophy: 'The pretended rights of these theorists are all extremes; and in
proportion as they are metaphysically true, they are morally and politically false. The rights of
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men are in a sort of middle, incapable of definition, but not impossible to be discerned.'

What

Burke identified as a sort of middle between two extremes, Dawson identified with a potentially
infinite series of the pairing of concepts: the rational activity of the human mind trying to make
sense of how to relate the two sides of its composite unity, the one thing missing in Hegel's
work.
The standard designation of Hegel as a philosopher of history is a misnomer, Dawson
indicates, as his object of investigation is theological. Hegel's summary treatment of worldhistory, The Philosophy of History (1822), examines many of the standard topics of theology:
God, providence, revelation, incarnation, good and evil, faith, destiny, church and state, and
morality/ethics. If compared to Augustine's The City of God, Hegel conspicuously reverses the
world-historical roles of the City of Man and the City of God by inverting the relation between
the church and the state. The ethical substance of the state replaced Augustine's conception of
The City of God as a community on pilgrimage in this world gathered in rational agreement
around the true object of love. But where Augustine could readily quote the Apostle Paul, 'Now
we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part;
then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known,' (I Cor. 13.12), Hegel made an additional step
by claiming to know fully. This prompted a memorable caricature drawn by Nietzsche: 'this God
became transparent and intelligible to himself inside the Hegelian craniums and has already
ascended all possible dialectical steps of his becoming up to that self-revelation: so that for
Hegel the apex and terminus of world history coincided in his own Berlin existence.'54
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ofHistory for Life, trans. Peter Preuss (Cambridge: Hackett

Taking his direction from Whitehead's identification of the problematic of a
characteristically modern monist reduction of mind to matter or matter to mind, John Damaray
argues that this conceptualization of the end of history owes itself less to an intrinsic rationality
than it does to Hegel' s reworking of the redemptive-historical narrative of the Judeo-Christian
Scriptures.55 Indeed, Hegel had to conceive of himself as having gotten beyond the impurities of
the biblical text so that the Kingdom of God, recast as the ethical substance of the state, might be
ushered in by dialectical argumentation. The state is that one community to which all
communities hitherto have been only anticipations, that is, the single community against which
all others are measured. The position Hegel took is not so unlike that of Leopold von Ranke, who
is quoted approvingly by Dawson,56 where he claimed, 'In all of history God dwells, lives, is to
be found. Every deed testifies to Him; every instant preaches His name.' 57 But similarity only
very rarely entails identity: Ranke also distinguished the human mind from the divine Logos and
was convinced that 'History is no criminal court.'58 No doubt he had in mind the
historiographical consequences of Hegel's position drawn out to its full logical conclusion: 'In
contrast with this absolute right which it possesses as bearer of the present stage of the world
spirit's development, the spirits of other nations are without rights, and they, like those whose
epoch has passed, no longer count in world history.'59 In his later years, von Ranke often found
his work being associated with that of Hegel, much to his displeasure.
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Dawson and Hegel can be found to agree upon one especially significant point: the
meaningful content of the study of human history is owed to its'spirit'rather than to the
'material' evidences. The statement, 'As far as the individual is concerned, each individual is in
any case a child of his time', thus philosophy, too, is its own time comprehended in thoughts, '60
encapsulates the beating heart of the 'originality' Dawson finds in Hegel's systematic position.
Measured against the position taken by Dawson, it is a poignant expression of the 'stubborn
determination with which [Hegel] maintained his faith in the rationality of history and of the
state as the perfect embodiment of spirit—the actuality of the ethical idea.'61 If the individual is a
child of its time, then the object of philosophy, which comprehends its own time in thought, must
be the eternal Spirit. Hegel's equation of rationality with actuality cannot fail to say something
about the determinate nature of individuals—the true being of their individuality—in all times
and all places. Hegel had recycled an old Aristotelian thesis which held that the study of history
had nothing to say of universal value62 by delineating between two types of history: the empirical
study of concrete individualities and the philosophical interrogation of the meaningful content
those individualities bore, namely, the historical becoming of Spirit.63 The dialectical
reconciliation of the empirical and transcendental opposites was necessary to demonstrate that
these two sides did, in actuality, refer to the same rationality. Thus, in the introduction to his
lectures on The Philosophy of History (1822), Hegel says,
What I have said thus provisionally, and what I shall have further to say, is, even
in reference to our branch of science, not to be regarded as hypothetical, but as a
summary view of the whole; the result of the investigation we are about to pursue;
6 0 Ibid'Preface;'21.
6 1 Dawson, 'Hegel and the German Ideology,' Understanding Europe, 282.
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a result which happens to be known to me, because I have traversed the entire
field.64
At most any other time in the history of the human race, such an exorbitant statement would be
deemed the utterance of an individual possessed by some spirit or other. And indeed, Hegel did
think his individuality was possessed by Spirit, the Subject which found itself to be its own
Object—'the whole which, having traversed its content in time and space, [had] returned to
itself 65 at the beginning of the 19th century.
Dawson makes no explicit statement about what exactly he meant when he said, 'Hegel
never relinquished his hold on reality until he had subdued it by the sheer force of thought and
incorporated it with all its contradictions and by all its contradictions in a totality of an absolute
synthesis.'66 By implication of the anthropological concerns he brings to a reading of Hegel's
work, however, the dialectical elimination of the human being's composite unity would entail
relinquishing one's hold on reality. The importance of conceiving human beings as engaging
their objective existence as subjects is necessarily unthinkable for a thinker who thinks he thinks
the thoughts of Spirit after Spirit.67
The single individual must also pass through the formative stages of universal
Spirit so far as their content is concerned, but as a shape which Spirit has already
left behind, as stages on a way that has been made level with toil. Thus, as far as
factual information is concerned, we find that what in former ages engaged the
attention of men of mature mind, has been reduced to the level of facts, exercises
and even games for children; and, in the child's progress through school, we shall
recognize the history of cultural development of the world traced, as it were, in a
silhouette. This past existence is the already acquired property of universal Spirit
which constitutes the Substance of the individual, and hence appears externally to
/"O
him as his organic nature.
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This should be read as a 'scientific' statement as much as it should be read as a personal
statement about Hegel's understanding of his—the individual's—time and place in the process of
historical becoming. Only at the end of the process is consciousness purified. Descartes'
presumed self-certain act of intuition must pale in comparison to Hegel's act of intuiting Spirit,
which is the Substance of the entirety of the empirical and temporal cosmos. Its program is
necessarily more ambitious. Where Descartes could plausibly conceive of himself as simply
dispensing with a traditional inheritance by doubting all that possibly could be doubted, Hegel
reincorporated the same entire tradition—by relegating it to a mere empirical existence in order
to preserve a pure vision of the self-same One.
The doctrine of having made rational progress is a common commitment Descartes and
Hegel share. By self-consciously retreating from the bodily senses, Descartes had done not much
more than turn away from the theoretical answers of his teachers. But when Hegel gazed down
the course of human history, all he could envision was the progress of Spirit, '[t]urning away
from the empty husks, and confessing that it lies in wickedness... revising] itself for so doing.'69
This is to affirm something very different than to say that our attitude towards the past opens our
present up to a knowledge of past human activity; it is rather to say that the past, if it is to be
conceived of at all, should be conceived of as ethically reprehensible—a time when Spirit is not
present in its totality. Such a conception of human history cannot fail to determine the meaning
of the human past as being without meaning for the present; nor can it fail to say something
about how human beings ought to relate to each other in the name of the self-identical I AM
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WHO I AM.70 By raising humanity to the heights of Absolute Spirit, this supreme effort of
transcending the confused determinateness of the empirical and temporal cosmos ends in
directionless wanderings everywhere and nowhere, all at the same time. Hence Dawson will say,
The descent from these cloudy summits of the romantic Sinai to the worship of
the Secular State, that Golden Calf in the desert of materialism, is one of the
strangest events in the history of European thought, and the philosophy of Hegel
remains as a mighty monument and symbol of this spiritual j ourney into the
71
wilderness.
3. Karl Marx: Historical Materialism
Dawson's understanding of the intellectual advance made by Karl Marx on Hegel's position has
79

already been indicated in a number of the preceding quotations. The reader should take note
that his understanding actually conforms to Marx' own understanding of the significance of the
same. In his earlier writings, Marx had exercised a certain amount of restraint when making
comment on Hegel's work by posing a very general question about where to go after Hegel's
critique of religion (consciousness) was complete. With the joint publication of The German
Ideology (1844) by Marx and Friedrich Engels, the language employed devolved into the sort
used when engaging in academic mud-slinging. References were made to 'the putrescence of the
absolute spirit,'73 or 'a dirty trick on the part of the so-called universal spirit.'74 Something of the
force of Marx' critique of Hegel ?s position is lost if its aggressive rhetorical tone is ignored.
Regardless, in both these cases, a technically precise meaning can be recovered. A critique of
religion was essentially a critique of consciousness' failure to be or to become self-consciousness
7 0 See Hegel's, Philosophy of History, comments on the Hebrew conception of Spirit. (195-8)
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in past forms of consciousness. The treatment Hegel made of the Unhappy Consciousness, for
example, put forth that 'what it [i.e. consciousness] does not know is that this its object, the
Unchangeable, which it knows essentially in the form of individuality, is its own self, is itself the
individuality of consciousness.'75 The designation 'Unhappy' was a summary criticism of the
position taken by Augustine, especially in the Confessions, for whom the human heart was
restless while on pilgrimage abroad from the Lord in the present life.
Indeed, Lord, to your eyes, the abyss of human consciousness is naked (Heb.
4:13). What could be hidden within me, even if I were unwilling to confess it to
you? I would be hiding you from myself, not myself from you. Now, however,
my groaning is witness that I am displeased with myself.76
Augustine had also presupposed the composite unity of matter and spirit in the human being, 'a
body and soul, one external, the other internal,'77 and drew a distinction between the human
mind and the Logos. The necessary consequence was that Hegel—for whom what was internal to
no

a person was consciousness, the mere immediate existence of Spirit —read Augustine's
writings in the same way the latter conceived of the Lord peering into the abyss of his
consciousness. Marx' critique of Hegel's position attempts to recover a very real understanding
of the human being having a body and inhabiting an external world, which had gone missing in
Hegel's critique of the Unhappy Consciousness. His notion of the individual, however, retained
the position between the 'spiritual' and the material worlds that Hegel had assigned to it. As
Dawson points out, Marx' individual lacks entirely a consciousness or a soul, aside from the
70
supposition that the supposed presence of something internal to a person was an illusion. Or, to
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quote Marx making the same point, 'Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the feeling of
a heartless world, and the soul of soulless circumstances. It is the opium of the people.'80 From
the frequent comments directed at the Young Hegelians, and on the subsequent development of
the Hegelianism more generally, one sees that Marx had noted a 'putrescence' building up in the
realm of the purified consciousness of Spirit. Obviously, Hegel's grand synthesis had failed to
unify European minds—let alone German minds—in a common community. Marx also had
other concerns, however, like the growing economic disparity between the bourgeois and
proletariat to call to the attention of the European community.
Marx' solution was to conceive of the individual as a natural and social being, and to call
the continuing effort to relate these two sides of the individual's being, the simple whole of
material activity. This conception of the material being of individuality would inform Marx'
reading of the entire world-historical process. To get the process going, he posited an initial
event analogous to a biblical 'fall into sin' which saw the division of labor between the sexes
81
into material and mental activities, recalling the form of the curse as it fell on Eve. Having
taken his point of departure from the assumption that mental activity was merely a distorted
expression of material activity—that '[t]he production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness,
82
is at first directly interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men,' the
primeval, gendered social division naturally divided the true material being of individuality
against itself, and individuals against each other into classes. The 'dirty trick' on the part of
Spirit was to steadily reinforce the divide between mental and material activities as the historical
process moved forward. '[I]t is certainly an empirical fact,' Marx says, 'that separate individuals
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have, with the broadening of their activity into world-historical activity, become more and more
enslaved under a power alien to them.'83 What was to be done in such an intolerable situation?
After humanity had become God, religion (consciousness) became a remarkably easy thing to
dispense with. In light of the only 'real' religious option available to Marx, a purified
consciousness of a Spirit unable to sustain its own purity, it made very good sense to dispense
with the Idea entirely.
Dawson's discussion of Marx centers on the common 'spiritual' heritage of Catholic and
Marxist narratives of human history: an apocalyptic Hebrew/Jewish vision of the end of human
history. Three necessary elements of that heritage can be found in Marx' writings in a
secularized form: an opposition between Jew and Gentile in the opposition between bourgeois
and proletariat, the necessity of divine judgment in the dialectic of class consciousnesses, and the
restoration of a messianic kingdom on the Day of the Lord in the communist apocalypse.84
Of

Arguing along similar lines as Butterfield, Dawson notes how the 'spirit' of Marx' materialist
reading of the historical process—which invests it with prophetic, and therefore ethical,
content—runs contrary to the purely rational and 'scientific' status to which he had laid claim on
its behalf:
All this is the fruit not of his philosophy or of his materialism but of the
underlying religious impulse which finds expression in the revolutionary
apocalyptic. It is a spiritual passion which has lost its theological object and has
attempted to find independent justification in a purely rational theory. And the
intrusion of this spiritual force falsifies Marx' whole theory by imparting to it an
absolutism that is foreign to its real nature. Thus his historical relativism became
contaminated by an apocalyptic determinism—a doctrine of the End of History,
—and his ethical relativism passes away before a Puritanical rigorism of a strictly
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dualist type.86
Between a Marx who was 'the seed of the prophets'87 and a Marx who had taken over from
Hegel the notion of a 'scientifically' verifiable, historical dialectic, Dawson identified an
inherent theoretical tension. How was it that such a dialectical movement could have a purely
rational or empirically verifiable conclusion? A truly 'scientific' study of the material evidence
would rather seem to indicate the endless nature of class conflict; it would rather seem to indicate
that humanity was endlessly progressing towards the realization of its total depravity,
demonstrated by the growing predilection to enslave one's fellows. But Marx played the prophet
and predicted the immanent end of class conflict. The leap from a deterministic understanding of
the historical process into the unfettered future of the homo economicus would require a leap of
faith, which Dawson concluded 'is due to the victory of the Marxian apocalyptic over the
Marxian philosophy of history.'88
Another of Dawson's younger contemporaries, the controversialist Hugh Trevor-Roper,
pointed out that these two contraries rested on two temporal orientations that mutually reinforced
the veracity of the opposing orientation:
The accuracy (so far) of Marxist prophecies about the future is said to prove the
validity of the Marxist historical analysis of the past, which might otherwise seem
rather abstract, and the profundity of this historical analysis is said to guarantee,
in turn, the accuracy of the prophecy about the future, which might otherwise
seem rather speculative.89
Marx' adaptation of Hegel's conception of individuality entailed that the source material from
which he 'empirically' derived his understanding of the dialectic of class conflict was purely an
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objective phenomenon. Thus the material being of individuality, which combined the natural and
social sides of material activity, was a priori, the determined object—and, as such, the
presupposed end of his study. Envisioning a future social order in which individuals lived by
bread alone in perfect harmony with each other and their natural surroundings, Marx read his
materialist conception of individuality into the material evidence present-at-hand. He decided a
priori for generations past who believed that the gods or a God existed, or in an immortal soul, or
that humanity did not live by bread alone, that such beliefs were in error.
The presupposition of such a conception of individuality falls prey to what Whitehead
called 'The Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness' by locating mind in matter. Developing David
Hume's critique of Cartesian rationalism, Whitehead argued that the nature of any given object
present-at-hand can not be determined absolutely because of the complicity of time, past,
present, and future, in the making of any empirical observation. Such observation can only
determine the nature of an object for the present; whereas the reality of a movement through, and
the measurement of, time belonged to what Augustine had called the mind, or its stomach,
memory.90 In defense of Hume against a certain 'Continental' critique derived from Kant that
had portrayed him as representing an anti-rationalism or empirical skepticism, the lesson
Whitehead took was that 'the order of nature cannot be justified by the mere observation of
nature.'91 Otherwise put, mind can be no mere extension of matter, as the objectification of
sensible material will always presuppose the activity of a subject observing an object.
And who is Marx, if not a scientist making an observation? Dawson finds Marx to be in
error for the simple reason that Marx shows no fidelity to the past human lives he encounters in
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the trace evidences of that same past. It will follow that Dawson doubts whether Marx can, in a
final sense, show fidelity to his fellow human beings, past, present, and future, at all. For it is the
'spiritual,' rather than the material, component of Marx' historical materialism, which triumphs
in his conception of the eschaton:
As soon as Marx turns to action all his philosophy goes by the board and he
adopts the naive absolutism of the fanatic. The exploitation of the proletariat
arouses a genuinely moral indignation: he regards it not as a necessary phase in
economic revolution, but as a sin that cries to heaven for vengeance. The cause of
the proletariat is the cause of social justice in the most absolute sense. It is a cause
for which the Communist is ready to suffer and die and to cause the suffering and
death of others.92
The critical edge in the tone of Dawson's language is sharpened as the source material he
dealt with became more contemporaneous to his own life. When reading Hegel, Dawson can be
found to lament, not only Hegel's over-estimation of the resident powers of his mind, but also
the sublimation of a tradition of Christian thought. When reading Marx, Dawson addressed
himself to the present threat embodied by the Soviet Union, taking a stand against totalitarianism
that made him a sort of prophet in his own right. Already in the 1930s, Dawson had developed a
critique of the liberal notion of autonomy, identifying within it an inherent flaw that was open to
the mechanization of a social order.93 Adam Schwartz points out that Dawson was one of the few
Anglophones who were aware of how immanent a danger something like a totalitarian state was
to Europe as a whole. As early as 1917, Dawson had already formulated a critique of a specter
haunting Europe, wMch thinkers would begin to call totahtarianism a decade later.94 That
formulation would congeal in The Judgment of the Nations (1942):
For the new paganism has nothing in common with the poetical idealization of
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Hellenic myth by the humanists and classicists of recent centuries: it is the
unloosing of the powers of the abyss—the dark forces that have been chained by a
thousand years of Christian civilization and which have now been set free to
conquer the world. For the will to power is also the will to destruction, and in the
last event it becomes the will to self-destruction.95
In a 'scientific' culture, the mass of objectified individuals is treated as nothing more than
inanimate chess pieces; they are just as easily strategically placed as they are strategically
sacrificed for an ultimate end. As the intellectual inspiration for the modern totalitarian state was
traced by Dawson to the immanent God of the Hegelian state, and to the all-knowing party that
spoke on his behalf,96 I turn next to Dawson's reading of the work of Friedrich Nietzsche, the
mocking critic of Hegel.

4. Friedrich Nietzsche: Overcoming the consciousness of Spirit
In the works of Nietzsche, Dawson found clear confirmation of the 'spiritual' barrenness
of the secular culture of modern Europe; and in Nietzsche himself, a fellow traveler on a road
beyond aimless wanderings in a wasteland. Along with Nietzsche, Dawson pointed out that a
Q7

historical sense, this 'diving instinct,' or 'sixth sense,'

is the peculiar 'spiritual' acquisition of

modern West.98 Both noted the same conspicuous proliferation of source material and the
widening of objective scholarly interest in pre-modern and non-European cultures; both
understood that proliferation to be symptomatic of a deeper 'spiritual' crisis which was the result
of a drive.to cut human life up into smaller and smaller segments for 'scientific' study—'the
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idolatry of the factual.'99 Dawson comments,
In Nietzsche's view this crisis could only be overcome by the discovery of a new
spiritual aim which would create new values and give a new meaning to life. This
aim could not be found in humanity itself. For in spite of Nietzsche's humanism,
he realized that Man was not an end, but the way to an end. If the old religion was
dead, and the old philosophic and moral idealisms had become hollow
abstractions, man could only escape from spiritual destructions by finding a new
goal beyond humanity. Here Nietzsche was at one with the Christians whom he
condemned. His thesis is essentially a religious one, and he saw far more clearly
than most of his Christian contemporaries that the crisis of Western civilization
was neither political nor economic but essentially spiritual—a crisis in the soul of
Western man.'00
However, Dawson parts ways with Nietzsche where the latter was committed to working within,
and charting a course beyond, the Hegelian critique of religion (consciousness). Like Marx, who
had rejected the theoretical depravity of 'the putrescence of the absolute spirit,'101 for example,
Nietzsche would 'speak plainly of us Germans of the present, of us who suffer more than another
people from that weakness of personality and the contradiction of content and form.'102 Marx
and Nietzsche both referred to a ' spiritual' illness, the form of which bore a certain resemblance
to an articulation of the doctrine of original sin put forth by Augustine, John Calvin,

or, in

more recent memory, Soren Kierkegaard, who qualified sin as despair under the aspect of the
human spirit.104 But both presupposed Hegel's historical narrative of a Spirit which came to
consciousness of itself 'when its certainty of being all reality has been raised to truth, and it is
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conscious of itself as its own world, and of the world as itself.'105 Without any 'real' recourse to
a generally Christian, or more specifically an Augustinian, anthropology after the purification of
consciousness, all that Nietzsche could do was protest that 'History, conceived as pure science
and become sovereign, would constitute a kind of final closing out of the accounts of life for
mankind'106 and chart a'spiritual'course beyond good and evil.
Nietzsche had also taken over from Hegel the adapted Aristotelian distinction between
the universal purchase of a philosophical inquiry and the individual character of historical study
that deprived the study of human history of the ability to say anything of universal value. His
typology of the modes of historical investigation at the beginning of On the Advantage and
Disadvantage ofHistory for Life (1874) presented a refined version of a similar typology given
by Hegel.107 Where the element of Spirit, and the Life of the individual, was eternal for Hegel,
Nietzsche similarly declared, 'History, so far as it serves life, serves an unhistorical [read:
eternal] power.'108
Dawson's objection to Nietzsche's criticism of the 'defect, infirmity, and shortcoming of
the age[,] something of which our age is justifiably proud, its historical education,'109 takes its
point of departure from the Augustinian conviction of the 'spiritual' unity of human history.
Against the backdrop of the inability of consciousness to digest all the historical knowledge that
had been dredged up, Nietzsche had his readers consider a herd of animals whose happiness was
preserved by their ability to forget the past.110 Dawson countered,
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Yet it is impossible to believe that the vast widening of the range and scope of
consciousness that the historical sense has brought to the human race is an ignoble
thing, as Nietzsche would have us believe. It is as though man had at last climbed
from the desert and the forest and the fertile plain onto the bare mountain slopes
whence he can look back and see the course of his journey and the whole extent
of his kingdom. And to the Christian, at least, this widening vision and these far
horizons should bring not doubt and disillusionment, but a firmer faith in the
divine power that has guided him and a stronger desire for the divine kingdom
which is the journey's end.
It is in fact through Christianity above all that man first acquired that sense
of a unity and a purpose in history without which the spectacle of unending
change becomes meaningless and oppressive.111
Despite his approval for Nietzsche's critique of 'scientific' scholarship, the prescription Dawson
recommended was antithetical to the one offered by Nietzsche. If Nietzsche advocated
'forgetfulness' as being 'healthy' for the modern person, Dawson advocated remembrance. On
the one hand, should a self-styled, godless immoralist title a chapter 'Why I Am So Wise' in a
book that borrows its title, Ecco Homo (1888), from the words that once named one called the
Son of God (Jn. 19.5), Dawson's response was to call his bluff. For if, on the other hand, the
Creator God had revealed himself in human history, especially in the person of Jesus Christ,
thereby showing the foolishness of God to be wiser than the all wisdom of humanity, the godless
immoralist has no other recourse but to hide the cards he is holding in his hand. The first quote of
this subsection of the essay continues,
[Nietzsche's] attempt to provide a solution to the problem by the gospel of the,
Superman and the Will to Power is even more fallacious and irreligious than any
of the solutions propounded by the socialists or the secular humanitarians and had
a most disastrous influence on European, and particularly on German, thought in
the early twentieth century. For what is the Superman but a distorted shadow of
the heroic ideal cast on the abyss by the setting sun of humanist culture? And
what is Nietzsche's Will to Power but the prevalent moral disease of modern
culture in an exaggerated form? No doubt there was in all this an element of
delusion and megalomania which were the premonitory symptoms of his own
mental disease, but to a large extent it was the logical consequence of his
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misunderstanding of Christianity and of the antipathy which he naturally felt for
what he falsely supposed to be Christian values and ideals.112
Nothing less than the meaning of the redemptive-historical message of the Gospel for the human
race, and consequently for the interpretation of human history, is at stake for Dawson when he
reads Nietzsche. God either condescended to assume the tattered clothes of human being—was
raised by human parents in a backwater Roman province on the Samaritan outskirts of Jewish
society, brought with him the redemption that had long ago been promised, and ushered the
dawn of a new era in human history—or he did not. One must stand on one side or the other; no
'scientific' rationality can dissolve this opposition. To paraphrase Augustine, one must believe in
order to understand. But Nietzsche did not make historical sensibility his own; he did not allow
the presence of eternity to enter time, any more than he allowed the Life of the human race to
enter the narrative of human history at some specific time and place to a mother who 'wrapped
him in cloths and placed him in a manger,' (Lk. 2.7) and so he was an advocate of
'forgetfulness.' Nietzsche subordinated the actual study of human history to his unhistorical
concept of Life, and so the redemptive-historical power of the claim 'I am the Way, the Truth,
and the Life' (Jn. 14.6) was silenced. Nietzsche himself, bound by the 'doctrine of Progress'
written through the self-overcoming 'spirit' of his philosophy of the future, was without a doubt
not fully conscious of consequences of his position. But yet, he confronted humanity with his
identity, the self-identical'/ am the one who I am/' the pure intuition of self, announcing his
-i -I

purpose to knock down idols.

Who exactly did he think he was? Out of what wilderness and

into what Promised Land would he lead those who would dare to have no other gods before
themselves?
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Much like the animals Nietzsche had his readers consider, happy in their forgetfulness, he
had forgotten. A God who takes on the tattered clothes of human being, who chooses to stand
with us in the midst of our seemingly limitless capacity for failure and violence, is in direct
contrast to the image of a being like the uber-mensch, who has as their end to overcome the
limitations of their animal existence. The higher such a being tries to ascend, the lower their
accomplishment; having set his sights on the overthrow of heaven, Nietzsche leaves the human
being no better than an animal. An advocate of remembrance, the counter Dawson offered was a
reflection on the meaning of the Gospel for human life; he recognized that its claims are, at best,
paradoxical, and at worst, scandal or folly,
The Greeks demanded philosophical theories, the Jews demanded historical proof.
But the answer of Christianity is Christ crucified—verbum crucis—the story of
the cross: a scandal to the Jews and an absurdity to the Greeks. It is only when
this tremendous paradox with its reversal of all hitherto accepted standards of
judgment has been accepted that the meaning of human life and human history
can be understood.114
[A]ll this is so hard for the human mind to accept that even the Jews themselves
were scandalized, while to the Greek philosophers and the secular historians it
seemed sheer folly.
Nevertheless, these are the foundations of the Christian view of history,
and if we cannot accept them it is useless to elaborate idealistic theories and call
them a Christian philosophy of history, as has often been done in the past.
For the Christian view of history is not merely a belief in the direction of
history by divine providence, it is a belief in the intervention by God in the life of
mankind by direct action at certain definite points in time and place.115
The belief in the entry of God into human history at particular times and in particular places with
a specific purpose in mind, Dawson identified as the single defining characteristic of the JudeoChristian Scriptures when set over against other ancient religions and modern philosophies.
Historical revelation confounds metaphysical speculation; and the most metaphysical of
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Christian doctrines are themselves anchored to historical events without which they lose their
meaning.116
It will follow from this that Dawson sees the question of time as being of foundational
importance to 'the Christian view of history. ' Nietzsche's doctrine of the eternal return of the
same, Dawson understood to be a reiteration of 'the nightmare of these eternal cycles which
117
seem to exercise a strange fascination over the human mind in any age and clime.'

That

Nietzsche—having turned his back on the transfiguration of Christ and his face towards the
laughter of a transfigured shepherd, who bites off the head of the age-old symbol of the 'wheel of
suffering,' a serpent biting its own tail118—must face the question of the eternal return again is
indication to Dawson of how far he was from understanding the Gospel message. Dawson cited
Augustine,119 where he insisted that God's immutable purpose, from the creation of the world
and for the redemption of the humanity, refutes any cyclical theory of time.

Where Nietzsche

styled his Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883-5) a book for everyone and no one, which must end in a
nihilistic narcissistic protest against everything and nothing, Dawson said with firm conviction,
Christianity is bound to protest against any social system which claims the whole
of man and sets itself up as the final end of human action, for it asserts that man's
essential nature transcends all political and economic forms. Civilization is a road
by which man travels, not a house for him to dwell in. His true city is
elsewhere.121
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II. The Science of Human Being
In the second section of this essay, I describe what I call Dawson's 'science of human being,'
that is, an account of human activity adequate to the study of human history. A historian is best
understood as an 'interested observer.' When he or she goes to the body of material evidence of
past human activities available present-at-hand, he or she will have in mind a definite object.
Painting with broad strokes, Dawson's comments on the state of 'scientific' scholarship,
evidenced by his treatment of Marx, especially, indicate that one object historians did not look
for in the material evidence was the composite human being. As a consequence, the histories of
'scientific' scholars do not give an account of human activity. Witness that both Hegel and Marx
claimed to be able to justify their positions by careful empirical research. It should, however, be
at the very least a little perplexing how the careful empirical study of the material evidence
available present-at-hand can yield conclusions that the entire course of human history testifies
the progress of a single Mind coming to consciousness of Itself at the end of the 19th century, or
th

to the progressive development of conflicting class consciousnesses up to a point in the 19
century Europe where the conflict will resolve itself in the near future. And it should be safe to
claim, without going into further detailed analysis, that it is wishful thinking on both their parts
that the careful empirical study of human history reveals that these developments are alternately
inner or outer, 'spiritual' or material, necessities working themselves out in the historical
process. Both play the parts of thoroughly 'interested observers,' as Dawson indicates, by
reading their philosophic positions into the material evidence available present-at-hand, all
the
122
while they claimed to be disinterested observers conducting neutral 'scientific' research.
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The question of how to determine causation in human history has fascinated many
generations of modern scholars. The case of Hegel is the supreme example of the selfaggrandizing ends to which this can be taken: a demonstration of how the entire body of the
material evidence necessarily leads to, or is lawfully determined to culminate in, his own
Phenomenology of Spirit. Thus Dawson was naturally sympathetic towards Nietzsche's untimely
meditations on the state of historical scholarship in Germany, especially as it was conducted
under the heavy influence of idealism and historicism. More modest philosophical inquiries of an
analytic type into the question of historical causation will distinguish between, and describe the
adequate criteria for, determining primary and secondary causes, or necessary and conditional
causes, to some historical effect.123 This second type of investigation need only be mentioned
here in passing to underscore a persistent theme of inquiry in the tradition of modern philosophy:
the nature of historical causation. For Dawson's part, the nature of historical causation is, in
actuality, the wrong question with which to begin—and when it is discussed, it should be so only
by way of an analogy. Instead, the proper place to begin theorizing about the interpretation of
human history is with anthropology. The human being is a composite being: a soul that acts and
a body in some material environment, which is acted upon. The composite unity of human being
gives rise to the analogical use of causal terms: the body and the external world which it
occupies cannot themselves be said to be in act, but determine the context in which the act
occurs. 'Not that man is merely plastic under the influence of his material environment,' Dawson
writes, 'He moulds it, as well as being moulded by it.' 124 Further on in this section of the essay,
Dawson's multifaceted understanding of a 'material environment' will be developed at length.
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At this point, I will highlight that his usage of the term can include the usual objects like rocks,
rivers, and plants, and also objects like tools, buildings, artwork, and even religious or
philosophical texts. Though the final example, texts, may seem out of place in this list of objects
belonging to a 'material environment,' an interpretive historical insight informs its inclusion. The
reciprocal relation Dawson establishes in the composite human being, between moulding and
being moulded, renders intelligible the persistence of cultural communities through time. At its
bare minimum, the continued existence of something as amorphous as the Christian tradition
requires the presence of a community that studies the Hebrew canon and the writings of the
Apostles. Likewise, to use a more specific example, the continued existence of an Aristotelian
tradition requires the presence of a group of scholars who study Aristotle's texts. Where a given
set of texts is absent, as most certainly the writings of the Apostles, and presumably the Hebrew
canon also, were absent from the 'material environment' inhabited by Aristotle, one cannot
expect those texts to mould how persons thinks about the nature of the external world they
inhabit, nor the nature of their inhabitation of the same. A pertinent personal example that can be
offered is that my thinking would never have been moulded by Dawson's world-historiography
had his texts not been available to me. That said, the mere presence of a sets of texts in a
'material environment' does not guarantee the continuity of a tradition. This would be the lesson
to be drawn from Hegel's Phenomenology, once Spirit came to consciousness of itself, the
message of the Gospels and the Epistles, testimony of God-become-human, was rendered
superfluous by the progress of an abstract Christ-consciousness through history. But note that to
render those texts that had been called 'divinely inspired' superfluous, Hegel goes to human
history looking for a 'scientifically' verifiable dialectic, an act of Spirit. Recourse on his part to a
conception of human activity, a self-conscious effort on the part of human beings in community

to propagate a culture through the education/ enculturation of succeeding generations, is lost
entirely.
The difference I want to underscore to what are, in purely theoretical terms, mutually
exclusive approaches to the study of human history is this: Should the object the historian goes to
his or her material evidence in search for be a social (Durkheim), economic (Marx), natural
(Diamond), psychological (Freud), or some other form of historical cause? Or, should the object
that the historian searches for in his or her material evidence be the human being, who engages in
economic and social activities, has psychological or other concerns that press in on their
consciousness, and who occupies a particular location in the external world? How one answers
these question depends strictly on the nature of the object in which one is 'interested;' and
Dawson choose the latter object. Early on in his career, he wrote two essays—'On Spiritual
Intuition and Christian Philosophy' and "The Nature and Destiny of Man'—that provide an
initial sketch of the anthropological object that is the center of his historiography. The language
he employs marks him as a thoroughly 'interested' observer, lacking entirely any pretense to be
conducting neutral'scientific'scholarship.
In her doctrine of man the Catholic Church has always held the middle path
between two opposing theories, that which makes man an animal and that which
holds him to be a spirit. Catholicism has always insisted that man's nature is
twofold. He is neither flesh nor spirit, but a compound of both. It is his function to
be a bridge between two worlds, the world of sense and the world of spirit, each
real, each good, but each essentially different. His nature is open on either side to
• •
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impressions and is capable of a twofold activity.
His conception of the human being as a composite unity helps to explain how Dawson was able
to make use of a wide variety of pairs of concepts—for example, subjective and objective, soul
and body, mind and body, spiritual and material, and thought and sensibility—as equivalents, or
1 2 5 Christopher Dawson, 'The Nature and Destiny of Man,' Enquiries, 311.
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near-equivalents, to each other. The obvious forthcoming protest will be that where these pairs
are used in the history of philosophy, the meaningful content they bear is by no means
exchangeable, one with another. To bring Dawson's anthropological object and historiographical
strategy into clearer focus, one needs to note two points of consistency: the first term in the
above pairs, wherever it is used, refers to the 'inner' person, while the second term refers to the
'outer' person. An anthropology adequate to account for human activity will include two
separate spheres of human experience and activity, one 'inner' and the other 'outer,' and admits
their mutual interrelation.
A second place where Dawson develops his anthropology more fully is in the essay, 'St.
Augustine and the City of God,' which will be treated in a little more detail further on. Dawson
notes the importance of Augustine's placement of the composite human being in time, while
assigning consciousness of a movement through, and consciousness of the measurement of, time
to the 'inner' person.
Consequently he [Augustine] could not rest satisfied with the naive objectivism of
Greek science which identified time with the movement of heavenly bodies. If the
movement of bodies is the only measure of time, how can we speak of past and
future? A movement which is to come has not begun to exist. There remains only
the present of the passing moment, a moving point of nothingness. Therefore, he
concludes, the measure of time is not to be found in [sensible] things, but in the
soul—time is spiritual extension—distensio animce.
Dawson appeals to Augustine's anthropology where the latter devoted two chapters in his
Confessions to a discussion of the relation between the mind or memory, the 'stomach of the
mind,' and the five senses, as well as where he said he 'has come to think that time is simply a
distention,' most likely of the mind itself,127 to make good on his understanding of the historian
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as an 'interested observer,' who moulds, and is moulded by, his material environment. Even to
say that time is a 'spiritual extension' is not to provide an essential definition of the nature of
time. By this definition, time is not a 'matter' found in the sensible, external world one can
observe and make a determinative statement about. Instead, one begins by saying that the
composite unity of human being is what it does, so that the question of the nature of time is tied
to the impenetrable question of human nature. The term 'spiritual extension' includes time as a
distention of the human mind and the act of the mind measuring time, its own distention, which
is distinct from the sensible movement of objects. The essential nature of time will always escape
the grasp of the knower: per Augustine's observation, the movement of time conditions every act
198

of inquiry into its nature.
Indeed, if, as I claimed in the first section of this essay, the theoretical a priori of the
interpretation of human history is co-terminus with its study, Dawson must locate the origin of
his anthropology—which is to be adequate to the study of human history—somewhere in the
material evidence available present-at-hand. His appeal to Augustine's anthropology, including
an understanding of time as 'spiritual extension,' is made because the latter's writings are a focal
point in the history of Western thought for this specific anthropology. But he, following
Augustine, ultimately locates the cultural origins of this distinctive anthropology in the
1 OQ
Hebrew/Jewish doctrine of creation—-the creation of humanity in the image of God.

Hence, m

'The Nature and Destiny of Man,' Dawson dedicated a significant amount of space to describing
the'spiritual'continuity of a Roman Catholic and Christian anthropology with the

1 2 8 Ibid XI.xxv[32]; 239.
1 2 9 Dawson, 'St. Augustine,' Dynamics, 322 ; cf. Saint Augustine, The City of God, XII. 18; 494-496.
48

Hebrew/Jewish Scriptures.130
Turning from the pre-history of the Christian faith to the secular culture of the modern
West, the anthropological center of Dawson's historiography is meant to yield this conclusion:
the real reason why Western man has been so preoccupied with the need for a
philosophic explanation of history and above all with the idea of progress, that is,
the belief that mankind is continually advancing through the ages and advancing
to some goal, is because Christianity had first put these
ideas into his head and he
111
still clung to them even when he had lost his faith.
It may be added that when secular culture of the modern West lost its faith, it also lost hold of a
Christian anthropology, broadly conceived. When that happened, the specific Augustinian
anthropology Dawson makes use of was also lost in the proliferation of the material evidences
available present-at-hand. His historiography, then, serves the dual purpose of interpreting
human history and recovering from its material evidence a 'spiritual' truth that had been lost in
the course of time as a consequence of the secularization of culture.
To illustrate the historiographical consequences of Dawson's anthropological focus, the
'Introduction' to his The Making of Europe (1932), a survey treatment of the formative influence
of the culture of the medieval period on early modern and modern European culture, can be used
as an example. A defender of the 'Old Europe' thesis, which held that the medieval period, and
in particular the Dark Ages between the 7th and 9th centuries, was a time of cultural creativity, he
set himself apart from the prevailing view that the medieval period stood between two greater
ages of intellectual and cultural creativity, and was, by contrast, a period of cultural decline. How
the medieval period was viewed can be understood as a litmus test for the 'spirit' informing a
historiography. The scientific 'mastery' over the whole of human existence, past, present, and
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future, carried with it the belief that humanity had come into its own—and would find its true
'Self after it had rid its consciousness of the gods or the God. Whereas the 'spirit' informing
medieval culture was decidedly other in its orientation:
Diem hominis non desideravi—that is the essential conviction of the age, and it is
one that is difficult for the modern who views all history sub specie humanitatis to
appreciate, since to him'the•t -y/y
Day of Man'is the only possible object of a
reasonable man's devotion.
The stark opposition Dawson draws between the medieval and modern 'spirits' did not mean that
he endorsed a simplistic return to the historiographical foci of medieval scholars. A detailed
analysis of the trace material evidence of the human past was for the most part unknown to the
medieval period. What histories there were, were more likely written with a definite confessional
or political end in mind, for example, by the Venerable Bede or Gregory of Tours, highlighting
the spread of the faith or the accomplishments of some royal dynasty. The immense variety of
vantages on the human past that could be examined was for better or worse unknown. This
consideration, however, did negate the importance of considering carefully the 'spirit' animating
a historical narrative. By judging the medieval period for its failure to liberate humanity from the
oppression of ecclesiastical authority, or to propagate and develop on studies in the 'sciences'
inherited from Greece and Rome, all too obvious contextual considerations were missed. When a
superficial Roman presence in Northern Europe had been reduced to untended stretches of
roadway and a few crumbling cities, and when barbarian tribes had steadily eroded Roman
authority in Southern Europe, a conducive environment for 'scientific' scholarship was all but
eliminated. The missionary efforts and monastic foundations of the medieval period were key to
building up the necessary social and political base for pursuing intellectual endeavors—key to
1 3 2 Christopher Dawson, The Making of Europe: An Introduction to the History of European Unity (Washington D.C.:
The Catholic University of America Press, 2003), 7.
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'the production of culture' and to the education of barbarian tribesmen who had little or no
tradition of 'scientific' education to call their own.

That the 'spirit' animating modern

treatments of the medieval period was predisposed towards viewing it as culturally backwards
had less to do with empirical accuracy than with an a priori established conception of what was
worthy of a truly 'scientific' study. There was a simple reason why the medieval period had been
conceived of as a period of cultural decline: the all-pervasive presence of God in Christendom, or
of the gods on its fringes, was the cultural antithesis to a secular culture after the purification of
consciousness. The basic thesis of Progress and Religion was that once a secular vision of
'scientific' progress had replaced the vision of Christendom, in which 'spiritual' progress could
only be measured against the purposes of God, the whole of the pre-modern, and especially the
medieval, could be a priori dismissed as being culturally regressive. Elsewhere Dawson says,
To the Christian the meaning of history was a mystery which was only revealed in
the light of faith. But the apostles of the religion of progress denied the need for
divine revelation and believed that man had only to follow the light of reason to
discover the meaning of history in the law of progress which governs the life of
civilization. But it was difficult even in the eighteenth century to make this facile
optimism square with the facts of history. It was necessary to explain that hitherto
the light of reason had been concealed by the dark forces of superstition and
ignorance embodied in organized religion.134
Belief in a transcendent Divinity could be dismissed as indicative of a mind not yet liberated.
More precise studies of the material evidence are always helpful, but if one cannot believe that
how medieval persons understood the nature of human existence was a plausible way of
understanding—in no sense backwards or ignorant when seen against the backdrop of the
material environment into which the medieval person was born—one can only with the greatest
of difficulty understand the 'spirit' of medieval times.
1 3 3 Ibid 171 -191; also see Christopher Dawson, Religion and the Rise of Western Culture: The Classic Study of
Medieval Civilization, The Gifford Lectures, 1948-9 (New York: Image Books, 1991), 44-66.
1 3 4 Dawson, 'The Christian View of History,' Dynamics, 258-9.
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1. A Natural Theology
Dawson was invited to deliver the Gifford Lectures Series at the University of Edinburgh over
two successive school years through 1947 to 1949. Though he almost backed out at the last
moment because of poor health and a bout with depression, the two lecture series he delivered
provided a much-needed second wind for his career, which had begun so strongly with the
publications of The Age of the Gods (1928) and Progress and Religion (1929). The Gifford
Lectures had been originally endowed by Lord Adam Gifford as a forum for studies in natural
theology at his death in 1887. Dawson noted in his introductory lecture of 1947 that the Gifford
Lectures were unique in their time for not having capitulated before the rising tide of modern
rationalism.135
What has been characterized in the space above as a 'science of human being,' Dawson
himself termed a natural theology that included an account of the natural conditions of human
knowing. When addressing a public audience where he could expect readers, regardless of
whether they professed a religious faith or not, to bring along with them assumptions colored by
the secularity of modern culture, Dawson patiently highlighted the importance of understanding
a religious faith in terms of its own rationality in order to understand the history of its cultural
manifestations. In the Lectures, however, Dawson began by presupposing that religious belief
necessarily entails a derivative rationality in terms of which alone any religious faith can be
understood.
of the Gifford foundation presuppose the existence of a science of
Natural Theology which is competent to study the nature of the Divine Being and
the relations of man and the universe to Him—the greatest of all possible
THE TERMS
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sciences, but nevertheless a strictly natural science and one which is of the highest
importance to human culture.
This is a tremendous claim and one which would be denied to-day by most
modern philosophers and many modern theologians. The historian, however,
cannot fail to recognize what a great tradition this claim has behind it—a tradition
which is closely related to the main stream of Western thought.. .And if to-day
Natural Theology is hard-pressed by the convergent attacks of Dialectical
Theology and Dialectical Materialism, humanist culture has also lost its prestige
and the whole structure of the rational cosmos of Western man has been shaken to
its foundations.136
A superficial reading of Dawson's work like the one given by Reinhold Niebuhr would treat him
as a theologian of history, 'strictly controlled by dogmatic Catholic presuppositions,'137 even
though Dawson understood himself to be a natural theologian 'engaged in nothing more or less
than the philosophic or scientific study of religious truth.. .in its historic manifestations and in its
relations with human culture.'138 Natural theology does presuppose a theology, Dawson would
insist, but their respective objects of study are distinct, just as the Creator might be distinguished
from his creation. By insisting on there being distinction between the two objects of study, and
that the latter derives its rationality from the former, Dawson stepped out of line with one of the
basic tenets of natural theology, namely, that God's existence could be necessarily derived, either
from and/or by, the resident powers of the human mind alone. His reason for doing so must be
understood in the context of his critique of the secular culture of 'scientific' scholarship in the
modern West:
the breach of communion between the spiritual and rational order is the most
formidable problem that confronts the modern world, and though this problem
cannot be solved by Natural Theology, the recognition of the function of Natural
Theology is one of the necessary conditions for its solution; since the rejection of
1 3 6 Ibid 3.
1 3 7 Reinhold Niebuhr, 'What's a Mote to One Is a Beam to Another,' New York Times Book Review, March 13, 1960,
17. As another example, the world historian William H. McNiell, 'Review: Dynamics of World History,' The Journal of Modern
History 29.3 (Sept., 1957): 257-8, finds in Dawson's work a tension between his scientific observations concerning and his
theological convictions.
1 3 8 Dawson, Religion and Culture, 44.
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Natural Theology means that God and the soul, the primary realities of the
spiritual world, are
rejected as dead words that have no significance and value for
"f -5Q
the mind of man.
Here Dawson can be found to say that if the study of the misadventure of a secular culture and its
intellectual aspirations can teach us anything at all, it would be that the truth of God's existence
can by no means be demonstrated through rational argumentation; and that the reality of God's
existence will always presuppose belief or faith in a transcendent Divinity.
Dawson indicates that Descartes, properly speaking, was a natural theologian by virtue of
his rational method, deriving the necessary existence of God from the certainty of the existence
of the human mind.140 As an illustration of the profound change of convictions in the tradition of
tVi
'scientific' scholarship he saw occurring towards the end of the 18 century, he further indicates
that Hegel was a theologian because of the formative centrality of divine revelation and the
doctrine of the Incarnation to the dialectical assent to the purified consciousness of Spirit.141
Absolute idealism, exemplified by the work of Hegel, Dawson identified with the theoretical
overthrow of the sort of natural theology in which he himself engaged.142 As he says, the idealist
philosophers were convinced
that history was itself the key to spiritual reality, so that for them the only true
Natural Theology was the philosophy of history. The great task of the philosopher
was to construct an intelligible synthesis in which the successive spiritual
achievements of the great world epochs and world religions were shown as stages
in the progressive self-revelation of the Absolute Spirit.143
The achievement of the purified consciousness of Spirit at the end of a process of historical
becoming does eliminate the need to theorize as if the human mind were distinguishable from the

1 3 9 ibid.
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absolute ground of existence, that is, Divinity. Recall here that Hegel himself did claim that the
individual's consciousness is nothing more than the immediate existence of Spirit.144 On what
grounds, then, could Hegel claim that he was not engaged in theological study of the historical
experience of God—a 'science' of God—which had gone beyond 'the delight we take in our
senses, ' 145 of which Aristotle spoke in the opening lines of his Metaphysics, and beyond the need
for the mediation of divine revelation, to arrive at a purely mediate knowledge of God? A
'scientific' investigation of Spirit's becomingconscious of itself, which does not first establish
something about the powers of the human mind to draw conclusions on Divine matters, goes
well beyond providing a plausible account of the 'natural' conditions of human knowing—and
hence is properly called a dogmatic theological exercise. Unless some sort of remarkable
scientific instrumentation has been developed in the last few centuries, which has enabled a
human observer to determine how, when, and where Divinity has acted in human history, the sort
of 'scientific' inquiry Hegel proposes should been seen as a sort of modern alchemy: a
transmutation of the methods of natural scientific observation into the methods of philosophical
argumentation.

2. An Alternative to'Scientific'Historiography
In a body of work as wide and varied as Dawson's, which covers the study of religion,
philosophy, theology, sociology, anthropology, natural theology, psychology, economies, and
art, the reader is left groping for a moment of intelligibility which binds the whole together.
Where does one begin? The scope of Dawson's argument spans the entire temporal length and

1 4 4 Hegel, Phenomenology,
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spatial breadth of humanity's knowledge of its own past, so its symmetry will not be of a purely
logical or propositional sort. What the reader is left to look for in Dawson's work, if the
consistency of his historiography is to be demonstrated, is a discernible center, which has been
reduced to the status of a self-evident truth: the composite unity of human being. This will not be
the sort of thing scholars, whether they are trained historians or philosophers, will generally think
to look for in the work of a world historian, More likely, scholars will object at those points
where Dawson's work has not stood up to the scrutiny of succeeding generations or does not
conform to the present questions that engage scholars on this or that particular topic of interest.
The aims and methods of a world historian, by virtue of the all-encompassing nature of their
field of study, will be looked on with no small amount of skepticism.
When compared to the concerns that guided Dawson's study of human history, the reason
why scholars are not likely to find the moment of intelligibility that binds the whole of his work
together becomes clear. The study of history conducted as a 'scientific' enterprise naturally runs
up against the sheer multiplicity of perspectives that can be taken on material evidence of past
human activity that is available present-at-hand. When Nietzsche protested the 'indigestibility' of
the sheer amount of materials dredged up after Hegel inspired entire generations of German
scholars to chart in minute detail Spirit's coming to consciousness of itself, he protested the
impossibility of reducing the whole body of human knowledge to an absolute moment of
intelligibility. The same 'heretical' set of circumstances would inspire E.H. Carr to write his
famous book What is History? in which he indicated the problem was not restricted to the
German academy:
Anyone who succumbs to this heresy will either have to give up history as a bad
job, and take up stamp collecting or some other form of antiquarianism, or end in
a madhouse. It is this heresy which during the past hundred years has had such
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devastating effects on the modern historian, producing in Germany, in Great
Britain, and in the United States, a vast and growing mass of dry-as-dust factual
histories, of minutely specialized monographs of would-be historians knowing
more and more about less and less, sunk without trace in an ocean of facts.146
The best way to characterize the general approach to a 'scientific' study of human history
is that of a dialectical deduction. The dialectical progress of consciousness through history
described by Hegel is an example of this on a grand scale, while Marx' material dialectic of
class-consciousness is an example on a slightly smaller scale. The detailed research of more
modest scholars, however, is not immune to the dialectical deductive approach. One scholar puts
forward a set of historical 'facts' as the product of an empirical investigation. Afterwards,
another scholar, having analyzed the documents or other material evidences in greater detail, or
perhaps having access to new materials, puts forward another interpretation of the 'facts.'
Knowledge about past human activities is thereby broadened and deepened. Over the course of
the 19th century, the detailed interrogation of documents opened up sensitivity to new fields of
research—vantages on, for example, the same community in the same time and place, albeit with
an eye for different regularities found in the already available material evidence, or perhaps in
light of a sensitivity to new evidence that did not fit the assumed norms of the discipline.
The 19th century focus on political or national histories, along with a much older interest
in ecclesiastical history, was joined by social and economic histories.147 The rough descriptive
narrative provided by Dawson illustrates a general trend: focus on the 'factual' basis of history
located the intelligibility of past human activity in discrete facts that were interrogated with evergreater precision. Generations of scholars were instilled with a sense that their work had no
lasting significance: the 'truth' of the material evidence always remained outstanding. Minute
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criticism of the documents or other source material, a tunneling towards an intelligibility of
eternal depth that would forever elude the researcher's grasp, would itself prove to be an
epistemic dead-end. The study of history broke up along categorical lines established between
the disciplines—politics, theology, economics, sociology, psychology, philosophy,
anthropology—which Dawson called 'lesser unities.'148
If the reader has ever sat in on a historical seminar, they have personal experience of the
dialectical deductive approach. It usually proceeds from point to counterpoint without a clear
definition of the object in question. A political discussion can very easily become a discussion of
gender roles; a military question can very easily be answered from the perspective of economic
conditions; or social organization is very easily viewed from the vantage of the character of
language. Taken superficially, this presents no real problem for the study of human history. The
nature of a historian's anthropological object encourages moving quickly between a multiplicity
of possible vantages precisely because all the vantages belong together. The historian's task is to
select from the mass of material evidence available present-at-hand certain features of the
evidence that cohere in order to construct a narrative and/or highlight some key that makes
provisional sense of the whole, regardless of how that might be circumscribed, in terms of one or
a number of its parts. However, problems arise if the study of human history is regarded merely
as the study of a multiplicity of possible vantages on past human activity. Lines are drawn
between differing types of history; and one or a number of parts are taken to be indicative of the
whole. The study of history becomes a mere search for novel perspectives on old materials, or
novel perspectives on new materials that do not fit an older historiographical paradigm.
In the rush to carefully delineate one type of history from another, very basic questions
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are ignored. For example, why do all the various perspectives, in some sense, cohere with one
another when a specific person or community in a particular time and place is chosen for study?
The importance of this question may not be immediately appreciated, owing to a peculiar feature
of 'scientific' scholarship. It brings along with it a basic reconceptualization of the relation
between identity and difference—fundamentally a question about being, pure and simple, not of
the human being as a composite unity. Hegel's understanding that the whole of world history
culminates with his absolute idealism, or identity; and Derrida's understanding of a difference
that begins to show itself as the 'historico-metaphysical epoch of logocentrism' reaches its
exhaustion149 can be taken as representative of two extremes. On the one hand, difference is
rejected for the sake of identity; and on the other hand, identity is rejected for the sake of
difference—both times at the end of a temporal trajectory, an overcoming of past ignorance, or
in Derrida's case, oppression. Though neither begins with Dawson's assertion that the human
being is a composite being, both Hegel and Derrida, and the material traces of their past lives
available present-at-hand do belong in human history. The mediation between their respective
theoretical positions necessary to place them in human history, between absolute idealism and
difference, requires a third option: a position that is able to account for both identity and
difference. Mediation becomes even more difficult if Aristotle's Metaphysics is added to this list.
Neither Hegel nor Derrida can give Aristotle a fair reading because their respective positions
commit them to judging his metaphysics as being the product of a now defunct past rationality.
And neither Derrida nor Hegel can do justice to the perspective of the Buddhist monk, the
medieval peasant, the Iroquois warrior, the Aztec priest, the Hebrew prophet, the Australian
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aboriginal, the African pygmy, or the American businessperson.150 To survey the differences
between all these cultural identities, an entirely different a kind of science is required. For it is
here that emerges, as Dawson says,
the kind of problem which requires a new science of cultural history.. .for its
solution, since it transcends the scope alike of history, anthropology, and
comparative religion, as hitherto understood. Yet it is a genuine problem, which
might be elucidated, if the scattered contributions of numerous independent
specialisms could be co-ordinated and focused upon it.151
If Dawson's 'science of cultural history,' which I have called 'a science of human being,' has
one advantage, it is that in human history, the philosophers who inspired generations of modern
historians were persons, gifted persons to be sure, but persons no more and no less than anyone
else. Otherwise put in the words of C.S. Lewis, an intimate of Dawson, 'Holding a philosophy
which excludes humanity, they yet remain human.' 152 The significant theological point which
divides Hegel from Derrida—whether the individual can gain a direct intuition of Spirit or not—
need not concern the intellectual historian who has clearly in mind an anthropological object,
that is, apart from the fact that it demonstrates a significant change of convictions among leading
European intellectuals over the course of two centuries.
Not willing to follow Nietzsche in his flight from the historical process by which Spirit
became conscious of itself, Dawson provided a constructive alternative. In the place of an
absolute synthesis, he proposed a general synthesis in the opening lines of The Age of the Gods'.
AFTER a century and more of historical specialism and archaeological research, of
the minute criticism of documents and sources, the time has come when it is
becoming possible to reap thefruitsof this intensive labour, and to undertake
some general synthesis of the new knowledge of man's past that we have
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acquired.153
The sorts of material evidence available present-at-hand that the historian must deal with are
manifold in their variety, though it remains that textual evidence is still the best source of
information. Writings open up a window onto how persons and/or communities conceived of
their existence, onto the 'spirit' by which they lived their lives, in ways which archaeological
evidence cannot. The latter sort of evidence is piecemeal at best, and must be fitted into a larger
body of knowledge in order to render it intelligible. Burial plots, coins, pottery, weapons, and
buildings: these things do not tell stories of their own volition. Rocks, trees, or streams of water
qualify as natural materials, but there is a difference between a coin and a natural metal deposit.
Monuments or other material traces of past human activity draw the attention of historians, not
because of their 'materiality,' but because they are creations stamped with the 'spiritual' impress
of that creature who is also a creator.
The data of human history cannot be reduced to a simple denominator, Dawson
recognized, when he wrote of 'all the multifarious experience of the two-sided nature of man.'154
Taking into account all that has been said about Dawson's anthropology to this point, we can
summarize by saying that our doing, including our knowing, is an image of our own being; that is
to say, what a person knows and does and what a person is, are coterminous. 'Knowledge and
will and action are inseparable in life,' Dawson says, 'and the soul is the principle of all life.'155
Human beings are continually engaged with their own existence as agents who transform the
external world they inhabit while seeking to understand it, and themselves in it, better. Each side
of the composite unity opens up onto a sphere of human activity; and each side demands a
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response. The knower is free to turn in or to turn out; but turning away from one or the other, or
both, is a form of self-neglect.
Nevertheless primitive man in his weakness and ignorance is nearer to the basic
realities of human existence than the self-satisfied rationalist who is confident that
he has mastered the secrets of the universe. The latter focused all his attention and
all his activity on the region which can be explored by human reason and
controlled by human will, and has thereby made it wider and more habitable, but
he has not changed the fact of its ultimate limitation. In so far as he is content to
live within this world of his own creation—the artificially lit and hygienically
conditioned City of Man—he is living precariously on a relatively superficial
level of existence and consciousness, and the higher he builds his tower of
civilization the more top-heavy it becomes. For his nature remains essentially the
same as that of primitive man—the nature of a rational animal, limited internally
by the conditions of his consciousness and externally dependent on non-human
forces which transcend his animal existence.. .the range of man's rational activity
is bounded on the one hand by the depth of his unconscious mind and on the other
by the transcendent element in external reality. And this element of transcendence
is a primordial element of human experience. Man is born into a world that he has
not made, that he cannot understand and on which his existence is dependent.156
Further we can say that all human thinking (internal activity) begins and ends with an act of
affirmation (more or less unconscious), analogous to an attempt to grab hold of an abyss, infinite
in breadth and depth, in the same manner as the human sense of sight (external activity) is unable
to take in the entirety of our present existence in a single glance. A simple element, which
transcends the perceptive ability of the bodily senses, will always remain in the external world.
To look outwards with the bodily eye or look inwards with the 'eye' of the mind are the two
basic orientations, Dawson claimed in a survey he made of many of the world-religions,
arguments for the existence of God have traditionally taken.157 A sense of divinity is to be found
both internal and external to the human person; and the element of transcendence in the external
world perceived by the bodily senses is certain evidence of the limitations of a human being's
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composite existence. It will matter, then, whether one begins by placing the origin and end of
human being in human being, for example, in a thinking substance (Descartes), or in the being of
some political community like the state (Hegel). 'This is a classical religious interpretation of the
basis of religious experience,' Dawson says, 'and it is obvious that we cannot exclude it a priori
since it is an essential part of the phenomenon that we are discussing.'158 The historiography
Dawson employs departs from the a priori conviction that material evidences of past human
activity available present-at-hand are infinitely more intelligible if the historian begins with the
belief that the origin and end of human being cannot be found in human being itself.
To further illustrate the implied criticism of 'scientific' scholarship in the above
quotation, take as an example the statement Descartes makes his Fourth Meditation, immediately
after he had decided that knowledge derived from his bodily senses was untrustworthy:
so accustomed myself these past days to detach my mind from the senses,
and I have so accurately observed that there are very few things one can know
with certainty about corporeal objects, that there are many more things which are
known to us about the human mind, and many more still about God himself, that I
shall now turn my mind away without difficulty from the consideration of
sensible or imaginable things...159
I HAVE

Dawson's basic contention will be that the methodological foundations of a rational certitude of
being Descartes proposed to have uncovered by turning inwards, away from the sensible,
external world, is not within the realm of human possibility. Descartes' methodological doubt
was the product of an intellectual journey out of a troubled world. To know that the world is
troubled, Descartes must have a body and employ his senses: he must observe, listen, read, and
do all those other things that depend on sensory input, in order to draw his highly refined
conclusion. After artificially detaching his mind from his bodily senses, Descartes proposed to
1 5 8 Ibid 33.
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return to the external world and write his observations down so that others could learn from him.
Those others in turn employ their bodily senses when they read Descartes' writings; and if they
find his writings intellectually satisfying, they follow him by artificially severing their minds
from their bodily senses, trusting in the 'simple intuitions of Reason' alone. If we embrace
Dawson's anthropological starting point, true consistency on Descartes' part would have entailed
not writings books—so that others would not be deceived by their sense of sight when reading
how, by applying a methodological doubt, the mind might be artificially detached from the sense
of sight.
A 'science' adequate to study past human activity will survey past human activity in
terms of the two-sided nature of human being—at one and the same time, the subject and the
object. Such a 'science' must be able to account for the geographical and temporal situated-ness
of human knowing, namely, that all our knowledge of past human activity—of human being
itself—has coordinates in time and place. To 'know' Aristotle, Hegel, Dawson, or any other
person mentioned here in this essay, one should begin by recognizing a temporal and
geographical dis-contemporanity with the subject who gave form to the body of material
evidence available present-at-hand. To account for this, Dawson drew from the work of
Augustine, who assigned place to the body and time to the soul, or what can also be called mind
or memory.160 The unity of body and soul in the human being entails that the coordinates of the
former and that of the latter are understood to be distinct from one another; and at their
intersection is found a 'spirit,' an identity, either communal or personal, which is extended in
time. The measure of time for Augustine was not to be found in the sensible object: the sensible
movement of an object was not joined with the movement of time to indicate an intrinsic
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purposiveness, a causal being-towards-some-end defined a priori in the mind of the knower by
some determination of the sensible object's nature. Sensible, external objects are in time, to be
sure, but the measurement of the movement of a sensible object through time requires that
something more be said. Consciousness of the distance between past and future entails a
distention of the soul or mind, a 'spiritual extension,' distinct from sense experience through
which spatial extension is perceived present-at-hand.161 The distinction Dawson draws with
Augustine between time and place is one that is verifiable from experience. With reference to the
sense perception of the movement of bodies, Augustine went so far as to say that it is 'selfevident' that the sensible movement of an object from one place to another is one thing while the
measurement of the movement is another.162 Consider that neither yesterday, nor the day before,
nor the century before that, can be observed directly. I am not a contemporary of Dawson, nor do
I live in Britain, as Dawson did; and while I can travel to Britain to see the places where Dawson
lived and worked, I cannot make myself Dawson's contemporary. When reading his texts, the
best I can do is remember that Dawson once lived and worked in those places he did at some
point in the past. Birzer summarizes Dawson's position in language more appropriate to a
confession by saying: 'The human person.. ./created imago Dei, is unique in time and space.
God places each person in His order for His purposes. Born in a certain time and a certain place,
1 ^^
each person offers a unique reflection of the Infinite.'
Should the distinction between soul and body, 'inner' and 'outer' person, be forcibly
separated or collapsed into a unity, however, the knower claims possession of unmediated access
to a placeless and timeless—a simple, not a composite—understanding of human being. Thus at
1 6 1 Ibid.
1 6 2 Saint Augustine, Confessions, XI.xxiv[31]; 239.
1 6 3 Birzer 266.
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the theoretical heart of the 'doctrine of Progress, ' the ever-present reality of occupying a
particular place and time is transcended, and so obscured. A composite unity of body and soul,
Descartes occupies a place and time in human history, and finds his identity there; but when set
against this situatedness, the Cartesian cogito is unable to account for the identity of Descartes'
person in place and time. Where Descartes self-consciously withdrew from the external world
perceived through the bodily senses, Hegel's conception of the true being of individuality
transformed Descartes placeless and timeless cogito into a fundamental question about the being
of entities and read the whole ' spiritual' development of the human race, past, present, and
future, in terms of his singular simple definition. The conclusion to Nietzsche's mocking
criticism is worth reiterating here since it highlights the centrality of place and time: 'so that for
Hegel the apex and terminus of world history coincided in his own Berlin existence.'164

3. Cultural Theory
The concept of human being, the integral unity of body and soul, has been chosen to convey the
self-evident heart of Dawson's historiography because of the ambiguity of its referent. It could
refer to a particular person in a particular time and place; it could also refer to a particular
community of persons in a particular time and place. It could refer to a particular community in a
particular place extended over a period of time; and it could also refer to the universal
community of humanity in all times and places. Quotations provided from Dawson' s work both
in the space above and below show him comparing 'primitive man' and 'modern man,' and
insisting that their being is essentially the same,165 which implies 'the essential unity and
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continuity of human culture.'166 A basic truism that informs Dawson understanding of human
being is that human beings are communal beings who have no existence prior to, or apart from,
community. Conceptions of human being as a simple thinking substance or a simple being of
individuality proposed by Descartes or Hegel, respectively, Dawson regarded as absurdities
because they ignored this basic truism.167 Conceptions of human being as an individual
composite of body and soul proposed by Aristotle or Aquinas shared in common with Dawson
an understanding of the composite unity of human being and its necessarily communal, be that
political or social, nature—though he was careful to distance his own position because both held
time to be found in the external object, determinative of the nature of beings. Dawson's criticism
of Aquinas may be joined with his criticism of Aristotle,

though he was reticent to make any

direct criticism and contented himself with the observation that 'the classical tradition of
Christian philosophy as represented by Thomism has devoted comparatively little attention to the
problem of history.'169
Dawson's understanding of the nature of culture can be found interspersed throughout his
writing from the publication of the Age of the Gods (1928) to the final phase of his career, during
which he held the Charles Chauncey Stillman Chair in Roman Catholic Studies at Harvard
(1958-1962). The theme of his study while at Harvard was Christendom, past, present, and
future; and questions concerning the nature of culture figured prominently. Though the broad
framework of his discussions on the nature of culture remained constant throughout his career,
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what he can become.' (80)
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1 6 9 Dawson, 'The Christian View of History,' Dynamics, 246.

67

its constituent components, the specific factors shaping culture, do show signs of change and
refinement. Instead of the composite human being, Dawson speaks of the being of community, in
which culture is to soul what society is to body. Dawson had already articulated this position in
the introductory essay to The Age of the Gods (1928). He retained this definition of communal
being to the end of his career, making only one significant departure, which serves as an
illustrative point of contrast.
Discussing the 'scientific' task of sociology in 1934, he conceived society as having a
material body and a cultural soul.170 In this context, 'material' referred to the materials taken
from the natural environment to build up what has been elsewhere termed 'material culture,'
namely, clothing, buildings, agricultural products, etc. The term 'society' referred to the
structured pattern of social relations while 'culture' referred to the 'spiritual activities' of
'religion, philosophy, and science.'171 Being the activities of human minds, these latter
transcended the limitations of the natural environment. The difficulty with this construal,
however, is that the social structure of a community is described as existing somewhere between
the natural environment and the 'spiritual activities' of a culture. Dawson concluded the essay by
saying that the discipline of sociology 'must recognize at once the determination of natural
conditions and the freedom of spiritual forces, and must show how the social process embraces
both these factors in a vital union.'172 Whereas the position Dawson had taken in 1928 assumed
that the pattern of social relations and the 'spiritual activities' (culture) within a community
mutually informed each other in such a way that what a community knows about itself,
commonly shared beliefs, values, or some other basic assumption about human existence, had a
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reflection in the pattern of social relations. The basic difference between these two conceptions
hinges on whether social relations in community are, in part, the product of the determination of
the forces of nature and, in part, the product of the freedom of thought, or whether they are
organized in response to both the 'spiritual' and 'material' sides of the composite being of a
community.
His conception of the task of the sociologist in 1934, in fact, appears entirely out of place
in the broad sweep of Dawson' s career. It is therefore illustrative of the tenacity with which he
held to his basic conception of the nature of culture that by 1947, Dawson would again claim,
For the way of life of any particular society exerts so powerful an influence on its
individual members that differences of character and predisposition are worked
into the pattern of culture as the multi-coloured threads are woven into the design
of a fabric. Thus culture is the form of society. The society without culture is a
formless society—a crowd or a collection of individuals brought together by the
needs of the moment—while the stronger the culture is, the more completely does
it inform and transform the diverse human material of which it is composed.173
And in his lecture series at Harvard (1958-9), he repeated this claim and defined his terms more
precisely, saying, 'Culture and society are interdependent aspects of a single reality, neither of
which can exist without the other. In Aristotelian terms every culture is the form of a society and
every society is the matter of a culture.'174 This insistence on the interdependence of the soul of
culture and the body of society has at least one consequence worth mentioning before proceeding
any further. Culture is here described as the life of a social body, which is a complex pattern of
relations between persons; or, as the life of a community while the pattern of relations is its
material receptacle. Should the material receptacle cease to serve the aspirations of the
community, the material can be transformed.

1 7 3 Dawson, Religion and Culture, 48.
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Within Dawson's conception of the nature of culture, it follows that the pretense to claim
that some members of a community are more 'cultured' than others, because of 'breeding' or
access to 'higher' education, cannot be sustained. Communities are wholes; any distinction
between cultured and uncultured, better or worsen master and servant/slave, or superior and
inferior will itself be a cultural distinction belonging to the community as a whole. The
distinction is never a hard and fast one, that is, never a 'natural' distinction. What Dawson
termed Christendom, or Christian culture, was that cultural community which patterned itself
after the example of Jesus Christ. For this reason, Dawson's narrative of world history turns on
the event of the God's Incarnation.
'[T]here is no religion, and perhaps no philosophy, which is so deeply concerned
with man as a part of a community or which attaches a higher significance to
history. For Christianity is essentially the religion of the Incarnation, of the divine
intervention in history at a particular time and in a particular social context and of
the extension and incorporation of this new spiritual creation in the life of
humanity through the mediation of an historic institutional society.175
To borrow Nietzsche's phraseology, Dawson saw in the pattern of living provided by Christ a
'transvaluation of all values:'
[I]t is this vital tension between two worlds [eternity and time] and two planes of
reality [spiritual/soul and material/body] which makes the Christian way of life so
difficult but which is also the source of its strength. To live for eternal truths, to
possess the first fruits of eternal life, while facing every practical responsibility
and meeting the demands of the present moment and place on their own ground—
that is the spirit which Christian culture lives and is known. For Christian culture
involves a ceaseless effort to widen the frontiers of the Kingdom of God—not
only horizontally by increasing the number of Christians but vertically by
penetrating deeper into human life and bringing every human activity into closer
relations with its spiritual center.177
But Dawson further recognized that a conception of the human being, or the being of a
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community, as a composite unity is merely an intellectual proposition, one that a person can
assent to or reject. Hence the difficult character of a Christian way of life: for Dawson this is not
a gnosis, not a special knowledge, but rather the essence of divine revelation. What truly
mattered was actually being—that is, not only knowing, but also composite doing that includes
knowing—this composite being: 'The very essence of man's nature and his true raison d 'etre
consists in this union of body with spirit.'178 But Dawson would also affirm the doctrine of
original sin in a conceptual framework provided by an Augustinian anthropology: 'Man left to
i 70

himself is powerless to reconcile the antinomy of his spiritual and material natures.'

The

cultural experience of the Hebrew/Jewish people was that of knowing the true nature of
humanity and continually failing to measure up to its standard; divine intervention would be
necessary so that the whole of humanity might begin to live as it ought to live—to be the beings
God intended them to be.
The terms employed thus far are fairly ambiguous and nondescript when held up against
the manifold variety of the material evidence of past human activity. The composite human
being, or the composite being of a community, designates what the object of the study of human
history is—and as has been already claimed, this composite being is what it does. But what do
human beings do? Or more to the point, what have human beings done? The entire body of
material evidence of past human activity provides the answer to this question, and the simplest
answer is to say that human beings in communities are continually engaged with concerns related
to living and dying. This applies as much to particular persons as it does to whole
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communities—indeed, civilizations.

Life (Hegel) and Death (Heidegger) never show

themselves, one to the exclusion of the other, or one with a priority over the other, in human
experience. Human life is better understood, as Augustine puts it, as 'this living death,'181 but if
more is said on this existential point, the interpretation of the material evidences will be skewed.
Out of the manifold number of vantages from which one can view the material evidence
of past human activity, Dawson identified four main factors contributing to the formation of the
essence, or 'spirit,' of a community, which I term 'modalities of human activity.' Though he
does not explicitly state as much, the modalities can be further multiplied and refined. One can
see Dawson himself working to refine his conception of the cultural community within a set
number of four modalities. Already with the publication of The Age of the Gods, Dawson had
established a framework that would remain more or less constant through the rest of his career.
He writes,
It is true that three of the main influences which form and modify human culture
are the same as in the case of the formation of an animal species. They are (1)
race, i.e. the genetic factor; (2) environment, i.e. the geographical factor; (3)
function or occupation, i.e. the economic factor. But in addition to these there is a
fourth element—thought or the psychological factor—which is peculiar to the
human species and the existence of which frees man from the blind dependence
on material environment which characterizes the lower forms of life.. .The
formation of a culture is due to the interaction of all these factors; it is a fourfold
community—for it involves in varying degrees a community of work and a
community of thought as well as a community of place and a community of
blood. Any attempt to explain social development in terms of one of these to the
exclusion of the rest leads to the error of racial or geographical or economic
determinism or to no less false theories of abstract intellectual progress.
The above quotation contains within it criticism of social Darwinism, Marxist historical
materialism, Hegelianism—all of which had a significant representation in the contemporary
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academy—and environmental determinism, which never had as widespread an influence on its
own, but could easily be shown to inform the first two. From our contemporary vantage, the
inclusion of 'race,' or the 'genetic' factor, may appear out of place. But while 'race' as a 'real'
factor in the development of culture has been thoroughly discredited in the present day, at the
time of the publication of The Age of the Oods, before WWII and the horrors of Nazi death
camps, it was taken very seriously as an object for 'scientific' study. Dawson included 'race,' per
the 'scientific' standards of the time, all the while doing his best to relativize its importance: he
insisted that 'race' could only be determined in conjunction with the other factors forming a
culture. Dawson would later come to the realization that what was called 'race,' that is, habits or
predispositions characteristic of a certain community, had very little, if anything at all, to do with
hereditary genetic traits. In his lecture series at Harvard (1958-9), he refined his definition of the
four categories by exchanging 'race' with 'social organization.'
Culture as a whole is far more difficult to grasp, since it involves many different
factors, so that a highly developed culture is perhaps the most complex
phenomenon that it is possible to study. Even in the case of the simplest known or
conceivable culture there are at least four factors without which it cannot exist.
There are: (1) the sociological factor, or the principle of social
organization; (2) the geographical or ecological factor—the adaptation of culture
to its physical environment; (3) the economic factor—the relation between man's
'way of life'and the way in which he'gains his living;'and (4) the moral
factor—the regulation of human life in conformity with some system of values
and standards of behavior.
Later on in his career, Dawson also renamed the 'psychological' factor, the 'moral' factor. He
makes it clear that the implied content of the factor does not change significantly; but in order to
make sense of how this is possible, one must accord to morality a much richer content than it is
generally given—especially since the time that Hegel subordinated the immediate being of a
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moral claim to the purely mediate character of ethical substance of the State. According to
Dawson's definition, secularized ethics is merely another form of morality, but so long as
morality is treated strictly as a list of 'dos' and 'donts,' this may be misunderstood. Rather,
morality has everything to do with how one conceives of the relation between composite human
being and with transcendent Divinity, that is, a way of being human, a way of life lived in
relation to a transcendent power.

1 Si
To meet the objection that this was too 'abstract' a

conception of morality, Dawson states,
there is nothing abstract about the notion that there is a connection between the
life of human society and the life of nature or in the belief that there are sacred
and mysterious powers on which both nature and man are dependent. Such ideas
are to be found in all primitive cultures, and everywhere the highest social
importance is attached to the sacred rites and ceremonies by which the help of the
higher powers can be obtained and the order of human life is co-ordinated with
the cycle of nature.185
Dawson proposes an understanding of the human activity of thinking per se as responsive and
intrinsically moral. The activity of thinking is found in the soul in the composite unity of human
being, and the human mind must contend in some way with a Divinity that transcends the
external world perceived through the five senses in order to make sense of how the two sides of
human being hold together. So it follows that the 'spirit' of a community, whose being is also
composite, is also intrinsically moral.
A comparison between Dawson's description the four-fold community of culture and his
description of the relation between culture and society help to understand his further inclusion of
geographical and economic factors. The social body of any cultural community is found in some
geographical location, and the natural environment of that location will yield natural materials
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that can be used in even the most primitive forms of economic transactions. However, this raises
a question which Dawson did not address directly: Does his conception of culture refer to the
four-fold community itself, or exclusively to what he calls, in various places in his writings, the
'psychological,' 'moral,' 'spiritual,' or 'intellectual' factor, which is the life of the social body?
There is good reason to believe Dawson would answer this question by saying 'Both,' owing to a
conceptual difficulty of conceiving the being of a community as a composite unity of a social
body and a cultural soul. The geographical, economic, and social factors will exercise a
formative influence on the essence of a culture, but these are more or less determinative factors
in the sense of being 'material.' A community finds itself already occupying some geographical
location that constrains its activities. Natural barriers like rivers, lakes, or mountains will guide
human movement; and soils and plant life will determine the sorts of agriculture practiced.
Mineral deposits, construction materials, or the availability of crude oil, on which the
contemporary world economy is highly dependent, in the same sense, will influence the sort of
economic transactions in which a given community engages. The already organized pattern of
social relations within community also constitutes a 'material' that must be worked with, albeit
of a human rather than an economic or natural type. Additionally it should be added that the
economic factor stands between the natural and the social factors because material possessions
contribute to differentiation of the social body. These three factors stand in relation to the fourth
factor as matter relates to the mind that thinks in the composite unity of the being of community.
[T]he intellectual element in a culture is consubstantial with its material
substratum, in the same way that the mind of the individual is consubstantial with
his body. But just as the individual mind infuses the body, so too is the
1 R6
intellectual element the soul and the formative principle of a culture.

1 8 6 Dawson, Progress and Religion, 67.

75

In this comparison the community and the human being, Dawson indicates that only one side of
the composite unity is active, but the activity engages the composite unity as a whole. Hence, by
virtue of the composite unity of its 'spiritual' and material sides, culture is both the soul of a
social body in a particular geographical location engaged in a certain economic activities, and
culture is also the four-fold community.
Thus the being of a community is a composite unity of two, and derivatively at least four,
different factors. So long as the being of a community is conceived of as fundamentally
composite, and not simple as it was in Hegel's ethical substance of the state, the factors of
culture can be multiplied indefinitely to account for the invariably multiple doings of human
beings. In contradistinction to the tradition of 'scientific' scholarship, Dawson finds difference in
identity, and identity in difference, embracing both in and through his conception of human
being.
Dawson multiplies cultural difference further by recognizing the importance of temporal
location to a community. The additional consideration of time, however, adds the element of
cultural continuity through time where otherwise one would have to surrender to the sheer
plurality of differences between, not only different communities in different places, but also to
the same community in different times. The culture of a community as a whole, or in any one of
the modalities of its activity, must always be extended in time.
We have seen that what distinguishes human culture from the ways of life of
animal societies is that it is not an instinctive way of behavior common to all the
members of the species but something which can be learned and handed on from
man to man, from group to group and from generation to generation. This unique
human power of tradition or the transmission of culture is due to the faculty of
language and to the processes of thought which are inseparable from it. Indeed
language is itself a tradition that the continuity of a culture is maintained and that
the process of cultural change is made possible.
All the different elements of culture possess this traditional character. The
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economic life with its associated techniques is a tradition which is learned by the
individual and transmitted by the society, so that the latter comes to possess an
accumulated wealth of techniques which have originated at different periods and
have been preserved by the tradition of the culture. In this way the most modern
forms of culture are still dependent to a great extent on the technical achievements
of the remote past. The domestication of cattle, the cultivation of grain, the plough
and the wheel, are all integral elements of modern economy, and they have come
187
down to us by a continuous tradition which had its origin in Neolithic times.
Dawson's use of the economic factor of culture as an illustrative example can be taken as an
implicit criticism of one of the more virulent examples of the 'doctrine of Progress,' namely, the
'Fordism' of the statement 'All history is bunk.' The Ford Model-T automobile, after all, needed
wheels, but human beings have not always used wheels. Hence the technology of the wheel
should be regarded as a social inheritance from those who first invented the wheel. (The wheel is
one of those very basic technologies you hope not to have to invent twice.) Another reason
Dawson employed the economic factor is that the diffusion of technologies around the world
would be more readily recognizable to a reading audience conditioned by the secular 'spirit' of a
'scientific' culture. However, the use of technology is always accompanied by the inheritance of
technique, which belongs not to the material formed, but to the giving of form to material—that
is, to the human mind, not technological implement present-at-hand. Techniques belong to a
social tradition of education, the intellectual products of past cultures, which are passed down
from generation to generation. The development and refinement of a technique occurs within a
community as persons who work with the material of their social inheritance, regardless of
whether those are natural, economic, or social techniques. Applied to all the factors of cultural
formation, the meaning of the term 'technique' can be extended to mean patterned ways of
conceiving and interrogating the external and/or internal sides of human experience—patterned

1 8 7 Dawson, Formation, 49.

77

ways of thinking about the various objects that confront the human mind. The creative efforts of
human beings working with materials passed down from previous generations allow for the
accumulation of knowledge within a social tradition of education.
Culture, as its name denotes, is an artificial product. It is like a city that has been
built up laboriously by the work of successive generations, not a jungle which has
grown up spontaneously by the blind pressure of natural forces. It is the essence
of culture that it is communicated and acquired, and although it is inherited by
one generation from another, it is a social not a biological inheritance, a tradition
of learning, an accumulated capital of knowledge and a community of 'folkways'
into which the individual has to be initiated.
Hence it is clear that culture is inseparable from education, since education
in the widest sense of the word is what the anthropologists term 'enculturation,'
i.e. the process by which culture is handed on by the society and acquired by the
individual. No doubt this is a far wider process than what is commonly known as
education, for we apply the word 'education' only to a very specialized type of
enculturation—the formal teaching of particular kinds of knowledge and behavior
to the younger members of the community through particular institutions. And the
most important of all the processes by which culture is transmitted—the
acquisition of speech—takes place before formal education begins.
In the past education was an exceptional privilege which was confined to
the ruling elements of society, especially the priesthood, and it is only during the
last two centuries that any attempt has been made to extend it to the whole of
society. But it would be a mistake to suppose that in the past the common man
was completely uneducated. He was no less 'enculturated' than modern man, but
he acquired his culture orally and practically by tradition and folklore, by
craftsmanship and apprenticeship, and through religion and art. Even among
primitive peoples this 'enculturation' is quite a conscious systematic process, and
the youth is initiated into the life and traditions of the tribe by a regular system of
training and instruction which finds its climax in the initiation rites.188
What is being accumulated, however, is neither the occult knowledge of a simple thinking
substance, nor the simple being of individuality—neither the 'simple intuitions of Reason' nor
the intuition of Absolute Spirit. Historical becoming, genesis, and causality are entirely
inappropriate terms to capture of the 'essence' of a culture: education or enculturation entails the
self-conscious transmission of knowledge from one generation to the next. In other words,
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history does not move of its own volition; rather, time moves, and human beings act in time.
The education of persons within a social tradition must be understood in terms of the
composite unity of human being. What any one person can learn about past human activity is
limited to the 'material' evidence available present-at-hand. That a person can learn about past
human activities is indicative of a community extended in time that has seen fit to preserve
knowledge of that past, seen fit to return to it again and again. Modern 'scientific' scholarship,
having gotten beyond composite unity human being, is helpless to conceive of the self-conscious
accumulation of knowledge in a social tradition of education—in a human community extended
in time. Dawson says further,
Culture is the name which has been given to man's social inheritance—to all that
men have learnt from the past by the process of imitation, education, and learning,
and to all that they hand on in like manner to their descendants and successors.
And this involves all that man has and is. For if it were possible to separate an
individual altogether from his culture and his social inheritance, he would be an
idiot, living in a private world of formless feelings.. .any human society, however
primitive or barbarous, is a culture, and it is the cultural process or tradition that
189

creates a society.
When a simplicity of being is ascribed to human being, human history is read through God-like
glasses, and the individual human being is theoretically reduced to the status of mindless idiot.
Generations of modern historians walked through the pages of history like Gods among mere
mortals, with the purpose of 'divining' some cause for this or that historical effect and passed
their theoretical commitments on to their students. But time has marched onwards, and 'modern
man' too has succumbed to the burden of mortality he seemed to have forgotten—or, in
Nietzsche's case, wanted to forget.
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III. The Relation between Religion and Culture

Human communities tend to propagate themselves through the efforts of teachers—whether they
be parents who encourage their children to speak their first words, craftsmen who instruct
apprentices in a skilled trade, or distinguished professors, exemplary thinkers, who induct
students into the fundamental doctrines of being—-by instructing proceeding generations, who
will in their own time do the same. A historiographical theory adequate to its anthropological
object must be able to conceptualize this very human activity, both communal and personal, in
time. The great stumbling block for modern 'scientific' historiography, if Dawson's criticisms
are distilled to their most basic constituent, had been its failure to appreciate the necessary
relation between human history and time, that is, the conceptualization of human activity in time.
The material evidence of past human activity available present-at-hand are materials that have
been given form—sensible objects like artifacts, monuments, and writings—by persons no
longer present-at-hand. Considered in a purely objective manner, no one sensible object is any
older or any younger than another. But take, for example, an 'old' text: to determine its age a
reader will look for such indicators as the format and sort of material used in its publication,
which, when contrasted to other texts, will appear to be dated because texts presently are not
published in the same format or with the same materials. The text itself may appear worn, its
paper yellowed, indicating that it was produced a goodly length of time ago and has begun to
succumb to processes of 'generation and corruption'190 that govern the material world. As well,
the date of its publication, if it is listed as a series of four Roman numerals, will be intelligible
only to a person who understands that culturally specific system of dating.
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Some person—or more likely, group of persons—came together at some point in the past
and gave form to the textual material presently available to be read. The two basic elements
necessary to conceive of the human act of giving form to material, natural or otherwise, are the
soul and body: the act and that which is acted upon. Human activity in time adds an additional
complication, the solution for which Dawson draws from the work of Augustine, who conceived
of the human soul, the act of the body, as being extended in time.191 In the following quotation,
Dawson perhaps overstates the novelty of Augustine's theory, but set against the cyclical
theories dominant in Ancient Greek philosophy and the Near Eastern religions of his day,

192

a

strong statement is not unjustified.
Now this new theory of time which St. Augustine originated also renders possible
a new conception of history. If man is not the slave and creature of time, but its
master and creator, then history also becomes a creative process. It does not
repeat itself meaninglessly; it grows into organic unity with the growth of human
experience. The past does not die; it becomes incorporated in humanity. And
hence progress is possible, since the life of society and of humanity itself
possesses continuity
and the capacity for spiritual growth no less than the life of
I Q-5
the individual.
Cyclical theories of time assign the measure of the movement of sensible objects to the external
world, whereas the human soul is only in time insofar as it is weighed down by the materiality of
the body. Against the cyclical conception of time, Augustine's conception stands in stark
contrast by assigning the measure of the movement of sensible objects to 'inner' person, to the
human mind or memory; it frees the human being to act in time with a positive regard towards
bodily existence and sense experience. It does not submit, on the one hand, to the endless cycles
of nature; nor does it direct, on the other, the human being to seek their true self in an eternal and

1 9 1 Dawson, 'St. Augustine,' Dynamics, 333.
1 9 2 Ibid 312-3.
1 9 3 Ibid 334.
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spiritual, bodiless existence. A cyclical conception of time leaves no room for a 'real'
understanding of temporal distance or cultural difference because it is, in a final sense, nothing
more than a doctrine of the eternal return of the same; and a bodiless conception of the self is by
its very definition beyond time and human history, and thus is, in itself, immaterial to the
material evidence of past human activity.
It has already been pointed out that Dawson's conception of the being of a community is
ambiguous in its referent. However, the world-historical context in which Dawson worked most
comfortably predisposed him towards examining communal units on the scale of civilizations in
a manner not unlike his contemporary Arnold Toynbee.194 The criticism Dawson leveled against
Toynbee's conception of the philosophical equivalence of civilizations can be used to introduce
to Dawson's own understanding of the same: 'in the study of civilizations, the historian is
dealing with a field which is subject to temporal and spatial limitations,' whereas Toynbee had
isolated civilizations from each other both in place and time, making them autonomous entities,
positing for each an abstract moment of intelligibility.195 By situating particular ci vilizations in
places and times, Dawson recognized that the cultural 'spirit' of a civilization could not be
understood apart from the component communities that made up its whole.
A social culture is an organized way of life which is based on a common tradition
and conditioned by a common environment. It is therefore not identical with the
concept of civilization which involves a high degree of conscious rationalization
nor with society itself, since a culture normally includes a number of independent
social units.196
On the communal scale of a civilization, Dawson singled out as being of primary importance the
formative influence of a religion on culture. As was said earlier, communities propagate
1 9 4 See Arnold Toynbee, A Study of History: Vol 1; Introduction; The Genesis of Civilizations, Part One (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1962)
1 9 5 Christopher Dawson, 'Arnold Toynbee and the Study of History,' Dynamics, 413.
1 9 6 Dawson, Religion and Culture, 47.
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themselves by educating succeeding generations, and the conscious rationalization of life
necessary for the building up of a civilization requires an educational program focused on a
particular textual tradition that is regarded, in some sense, as canonical. Textual traditions that
have exercised this sort of formative influence on the culture of civilizations have generally been
religious traditions.197 At the same time, owing to the difference between the transcendent
theological object of religious worship and the anthropological object of the study of cultural
communities, Dawson did not equate religion with culture, but rather pointed to a mutually
formative relation between the two. By doing so, he set himself against the general trend of
'scientific' historiography, which tended to reduce the intelligibility of religion to one or another
aspect of cultural activity.
All this may seem to suggest that religion is so conditioned by culture and
economics that it is itself a product of culture. But however far this process of
cultural conditioning goes—and it certainly may go very far—we can never
exclude the alternative relation—that culture is moulded and changed by religion.
It is obvious that a man's way of life is the way by which he apprehends reality—
and consequently the way in which he approached religion. Nevertheless the
object of religion essentially transcends human life and the human way of life.
Over against the world of human experience and social behavior there stands the
world of divine power and mystery, which is conceived by the primitive no less
than by the advanced theist as essentially creative and the ultimate source of all
power.
Therefore while in practice the religion of a people is limited and
conditioned by its culture, in theory—and even in the theory of the primitive
himself—culture is a deliberate effort to bring human life into relation with divine
1 QR

reality and into subordination to divine power.
The basic building blocks of Dawson's historiography can found in this quotation: composite
human being, or the being of a community, in which culture is to soul what society is to body,
and religion, the relation between being, pure and simple (God), and composite human being.

1 9 7 Ibid 50-1.
1 9 8 Ibid 58.
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Birzer has aptly characterized Dawson's conception of human being as a homo religiosus,199
though the terms Dawson makes use of renders this equivalent to homo sapiens:200 'There is a
point at which the world of spirit comes in conscious contact with the world of matter,' he
writes, 'That point is man.'201 In human history, it has generally been in religious texts where the
relations between transcendent being and human being have been most clearly defined. With the
historical observation that prior to the attempt at universalizing specialized education in modern
Europe, education and political authority had largely been the purchase of authorities who either
were religious figures or worked closely with religious authorities, it follows that it is only
appropriate to look for the principal formative influence on the culture of a pre-modern
civilization in their religious beliefs in the texts which inform them.
The world religions first made their appearance in the so-called Axial Age of human
history between the 8th and 5th centuries B.C.; they grew up around textual traditions of the
Greek philosophers, the Hebrew prophets, Lou-tzu, Confucius, the Buddha, and the authors of
the Vedas, who all wrestled with the question of how to relate the two-sides of human
experience.

What these traditions shared in common was that they either eliminated or

relativized the 'spiritual' significance of older varieties of polytheism or animism: and it is
203

significant that many, though not all, can be identified with a particular civilization.
Throughout his work, Dawson frequently comments on the failure of modern historians
to appreciate the formative influence of religious belief on the culture of a community through
the self-conscious education of succeeding generations. A characteristic strategy of 'scientific'
1 9 9 Birzer 75-84.
2 0 0 See citation 154 in which Dawson equates 'man' with 'rational animal.'

201 Christopher Dawson,

'The Nature and Destiny of Man,' Enquiries, 319.
2 0 2 See Christopher Dawson, 'Stages of Mankind's Religious Experience,' Dynamics, 175-95, and Dawson, Religion
and Culture, esp. ch. II.
2 0 3 Christopher Dawson, 'Religion and the Life of Civilizations,' Dynamics, 125-6.

84

historiography was to treat the claims of religion as intellectual abstractions, 'spiritual'
constructions with little or no relevance for understanding the material world. Where it was
treated, there was a tendency to provide a typology of religion, and so the intelligibility of
religion was fractured. Regardless of how many ways the different 'types' of religion could be
differentiated, however, Dawson claimed the 'phenomenon' of religion could be reduced to a
single denominator:
All religion is based on the recognition of a superhuman Reality of which man is
somehow conscious and towards which he must orientate his life. The existence
of the tremendous transcendent reality that we name GOD is the foundation of all
religion in all ages and among all peoples.204
Dawson elaborated further upon this point by citing authorities from many of the major
intellectual traditions around the world. Even among polytheistic religions, the moment of
simplicity given by the world-religions the name God, or the soul of the universe, was occupied
by the transcendent power of Fate. Dawson singles out and cites John Calvin, however, where
the latter claimed, 'Whence we infer that this is not a doctrine which is first learned at school, but
one as to which every man is, from the womb, his own master; one which nature herself allows
no individual to forget, though many, with all their might, strive to do so.'205 Calvin's doctrine
stood apart from the rest, Dawson stated, because it reduced the natural light of the sensus
divinitatis to a bare minimum, all the while maintaining that the light could not be
extinguished.206
With the weight of the testimony of the entire pre-modern and early modern world at his
back, Dawson can be found to survey the secular culture of modern Europe and ask, What

2 0 4 Dawson, Religion and Culture, 25.
2 0 5 Calvin I.iii[3]; 10; quoted in Dawson, Religion and Culture, 27.
2 0 6 Dawson, Religion and Culture, 27.
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happened to Divine Being? His answer is as follows:
During the last century or two the world of culture has grown until it has
subjugated the world of nature and pushed back the frontiers of the superhuman
spiritual world beyond the boundaries of consciousness. And since man had
become all in all, it was natural to believe that religion also was a purely human
phenomenon that belonged to the world of man and had no relation to external
reality.207
Nietzsche's answer, of course, was that humanity had killed God, and would now have to make
its own way without him. Dawson's question, however, can just as easily be reposed by asking,
What happened to the composite unity of human being? The secular culture of modern Europe
did not have to contend with polytheism as did the world-religions; rather, the immediate
'spiritual' challenge to its 'scientifically' verifiable set of truths, both in time and place, was the
Christian faith—the religion of the Incarnation of God in the person of Jesus Christ. The vision
of human history put forth in Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit and Philosophy ofHistory tells
the story of how the composite human being achieved a simplicity of being—how
'consciousness' was purified—and sees the historical event of the Incarnation as first step
towards the reconciliation of the human and divine orders, of time and eternity. In other words,
as Dawson says, humanity 'became all in all;' or, God's becoming human was only a prelude to
Spirit's finding itself again—an anticipation of humanity's recovery of its Deity. One of the
consequences of this usurpation of Divinity was the loss of an understanding of human being as a
composite unity that forms a bridge between material and 'spiritual,' the external and internal,
sides of human existence—the essence of an Augustinian understanding of the creation of
humanity in the image of God out of a'spiritual material.'

90S

[I]t needs but a moment's thought to realize that that extraordinary age of
2 0 7 ibid.
2 0 8 Saint Augustine, The Literal Meaning of Genesis, trans. Edmund Hill, O.P., VII.6[9] in The Works of Saint
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intellectual, political, and economic revolution is comparable to no other period in
the history of the world. It was at once creative and destructive, but essentially
transitional and impermanent, and this instability was due to no other cause than
to that very separation and dislocation of the inner and outer worlds of human
experience, which the thinkers of the age accepted as a normal condition of
209

existence.
The leading educators of the secular culture of modern West were not prophets, nor priests, nor
even preachers, but principally philosophers whose theoretical commitments constrained them to
read old texts through an interpretive lens foreign to pre-modern and early modern intellectual
traditions. The tendency was to go to the material evidences of past human acti vity to uncover
how the truth of the present intellectual consensus had arisen—the truths, for example, of
'Progress,' 'Reason,' or 'Science.' If the ever-present need to conform one's life to a
transcendent Divinity is absent in a secular culture—in direct contrast to Calvin's claim that
'nature herself allows no individual to forget'—Dawson faulted the educators themselves for
propagating a vision of human existence that excluded all forms of divinity save one, the divinity
of humanity.
The tendency of a secularized program of education, Dawson claimed further, was twofold: towards specialization and mechanization, cutting up the composite unity of human being
into smaller pieces for closer analysis. Birzer summarizes Dawson's position by saying,
The educational system as it now exists creates only intellectual cogs to run the
machine, to create a vast network of inter-connected technological components.
The machine feeds on the intellect and thrives on it, Dawson feared. No room
exists in modern education for the poet or the man of letters who can imagine new
possibilities for old truths. Instead, education, wittingly or not, accepts the
propaganda of the machine age, and it dehumanizes the human person, making him
less than God intended him to be.
Indeed, Descartes posited the existence of a simple thinking substance, the truth of whose

2 0 9 Dawson, 'Religion and the Life of Civilizations,' Dynamics, 120.
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sensible object could only be guaranteed by the rationally ascertainable goodness of God; Kant
posited a distinction between the psychological and the cosmological Ideas whose relation could
only be guaranteed by the theological Idea\ Hegel reduced the whole of human existence to an
absolute 'spiritual' unity; Marx reduced the whole of human existence to a material unity;
Nietzsche posited the unintelligibility of existence itself. The list continues down to the present
day. Persons in the tradition of 'scientific' scholarship have been reticent to reestablish the
composite unity of human being, the unity of body and soul, of external and internal activity and
experience, which Descartes tore asunder.
In Dawson's final estimation, the failure of the secular culture of the modern world,
which located 'truth' in 'scientific' argumentation and investigation, is a 'spiritual' failure. Over
time, the members of its body forgot God—or, at least, forgot they were not God—and so forgot
themselves. The 'doctrine of Progress' Dawson treated as an essentially religious doctrine that
was comparable to the doctrines of the world-religions. Its principal texts, like Hegel's
Phenomenology of Spirit and Marx's Das Kapital, are best understood as religious texts owing to
the fact that they both expound a historical vision of the nature and destiny of humanity.
Behind every civilization there is a vision—a vision which may be the result of
the joint labour of many minds, but which sometimes springs from the sudden
flash of inspiration of a great prophet or philosopher. The faith in Progress and in
human perfectibility which inspired thinkers of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries in Europe, was essentially of this order, just as much as was the great
vision of the vanity of human achievement which Mohammad saw in the cave of
Mount Hira and which made civilization and all temporal concerns as
meaningless as 'the beat of a gnat' s wing,' in comparison with the splendor of
Eternal Power, burning alone like the sun over the desert.
In the above quotation Dawson can be found again to insist on the essential unity and continuity
of human culture: the different religious beliefs that form the culture of communities are

2 1 1 Christopher Dawson, 'Sociology and the Theory of Progress,' Dynamics, 42.

88

comparable precisely because humanity has never not moulded, and been moulded, by its
material environment. Whereas the secular culture of the modern West is informed by a
historical narrative that presupposes that at some point in time a rupture has occurred, or will
occur, in the 'spiritual' continuity of human culture. Old answers to perennial questions about the
nature of human being no longer retain their validity after the rupture because the rupture is
understood to be a moment of liberation or 'spiritual' progress. But the belief in a rupture in the
continuity of human culture, Dawson maintained, was a secularized version of Christian
eschatology. This is most obvious in the work of Hegel and Marx, though it is also present in the
work of Nietzsche, the supposed 'death of God' and the philosophy of a future 'beyond good and
evil.'
In response to these visions of the end times—of being in the end times, or having
reduced the way to the end times by the resolution of a dialectical relation—Dawson's narrative
of world history places these secular narratives squarely in an Augustinian saeculum, in which
all gods are false gods, the imperfect products of human hands and minds, in which the Deity of
the human being is denied, and the only way a person could ever come to know God is if God
first reveals himself. Dawson contrasted the cultural context in which Augustine conceived his
th
The City of God with the massive scale of total war in 20 Europe, laying the blame for the rise
of totalitarian states squarely on the malformed 'spirit' of a 'scientific' intelligentsia, who had
convinced European leaders that human existence could be reduced to a 'scientific' formula.
The disintegration of Western culture under the moral and economic strain of war
is not a danger that can be lightly dismissed. Nor can it be accepted by Christians
in the same spirit in which they accepted the fall of the Roman Empire. For that
was an external disaster, which left the sources of spiritual vitality unimpaired,
while this is a spiritual catastrophe which strikes directly at the moral foundations
of our society, and destroys not the outward form of civilization but the soul of
89

man which is the beginning and end of all human culture.212
Human culture, Dawson maintained, is an artificial construction, principally the products of the
hands and minds of countless generations of men and women; it never was and never will be
product of causal processes or lawful determinations. Because the human being is active in
giving form to the material world, the art of divining a historical cause or law must fail to attain
its object. The 'spirit' of 'scientific' scholarship, however, has been to sound the depths of being
and reduce the artifice to nature. 'This is the greatness and misery of modern civilization,'
Dawson writes,'—that it has conquered the world by losing its own soul, and that when its soul
is lost it must lose the world as well.'213 So long as human beings require the five bodily senses
for knowledge of the various materials found in the external world, any account of the natural
conditions of human knowing which artificially separates body and soul will end with the loss of
one or the other, or both.
Can the proper anthropological object of the study of human history be recovered if the
'spirit' animating scholarship in a cultural community still clings to the 'doctrine of Progress,'
which claims to have gotten beyond basic questions concerning human nature that have
fascinated thinkers for many millennia? Doubtful. In a secular culture, only the most judicious of
scholars who understands the fragility of the human mind will recognize that a decided
agnosticism towards the question of humanity's relation to the gods or God can just as easily be
a fervent devotion to Krishna, a dreadful oblation before Baal, awestruck wonder in the presence
of Allah, or a pious devotion to Christ, in another time and place. To imagine an alternative life
for oneself is much more than simply to play an intellectual game: it is to explicitly recognize a

2 1 2 Dawson, Judgment, 13-14.
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commonality in human nature we must all implicitly recognize; it is to explicitly recognize
something that a desacralized, secular conception of human existence predisposes a person to
forget. Dawson writes,
accustomed to taking the secular character of modern
civilization for granted. We have most of us never known anything else and
consequently we are apt to think that this is a natural and normal state of things,
so that whatever our own beliefs may be, we do not expect modern civilization to
pay much attention to religion, still less to be based upon a religious conception of
existence.
Actually, of course, this state of things is far from being normal; on the
contrary, it is unusual and perhaps unique. If we look back and out over the world
and across the centuries, we shall see how exceptional and abnormal it is. It is
hardly too much to say that all civilizations have always been religious—and not
only civilizations but barbarian and primitive societies also.214
WE HAVE BECOME

Now we return full circle to the observation made at the beginning of this essay that Dawson's
treatment of study of the human history was a self-conscious application of remedy to the
malady of the 'spiritual' barrenness of a secular culture. The tradition of 'scientific'
historiography, animated by the 'doctrine of Progress,' and no longer in needed the 'Godhypothesis,' tended to blind those committed to its basic tenets to the very thing it was supposed
to have comprehended: past human activity—human history. Historians and other theorists, who
were intent on explaining away belief in the gods or God, by whatever names or Name they
might go by, as the effect of some more basic 'human' cause would not be able to comprehend
human belief in the gods or God—nor the formative influence of religious belief on the culture
of a community. And this simple observation, Dawson held, would make all the difference in the
interpretation of human history. Human beings have always known that there existed a
transcendent Power, a Being in whom 'we live, and move, and have our being' (Acts 17.28).
Such is implicit in the belief that every human being bears with them a sense of divinity. A

2 1 4 Christopher Dawson, 'Civilization in Crisis,' Historic Reality, 79.
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community may very easily abandon a particular set of religious beliefs, but the material
evidence of its past which is available present-at-hand cannot be simply erased. Like the burden
of mortality each and every human being must bear, the persistence of the past into the present
cannot simply be explained away. Thus the 'spiritual' vacuum left by a God who was believed to
be absent in the cultural community of the modern West, which sought the origin and end of
human being in human being itself, had to be filled by a multitude of historical causes and laws.

IV. Conclusion

By way of a conclusion, it is appropriate to summarize the theoretical position Dawson takes
with respect to the tradition of modern philosophy under the influence of the 'doctrine of
Progress'—and to do so by differentiating the proper objects of the study of theology, of human
history, and of philosophy. The studies of theology and human history furnish the philosopher
with two absolute objects, one eternal, simple, and transcendent, and the other temporal,
composite, and endowed with a sense that some Being transcends the external world perceived
through the bodily senses—that Being who is God and composite human being subject to
creaturely limitations. Between these two objects, the object of a philosophical investigation will
be entirely relative, differing from time to time and place to place in varying cultural contexts.
The philosopher is able to choose or not to choose to work with the objects furnished by the
studies of theology and human history, but it will forever remain that no end to the composite
unity of the material and the ' spiritual' in human being can be found in the composite unity
itself. Neither the external nor the internal sides of human being can furnish the person the sort of
absolute ground necessary for a 'neutral' scientific investigation.

The theoretical a priori of Dawson 'science's of human being' thus suffers from none of
the naive objectivism that characterizes attempts in the tradition of modern 'scientific'
scholarship. Dawson's 'science' is no more than it claims to be: the artificial construction of
person which derives its intelligibility from the time and the place of his life, the historiography
of a 20th century English Roman Catholic. The restless heart of the matter was not '[t]o help
bring philosophy closer to the form of Science, to the goal where it can lay aside the title "love of
knowing" and be actual knowing'215 as it had been for Hegel. Rather, Dawson will survey with
Augustine the 'multitude of rational creatures associated in a common agreement as to the thing
which it loves,'

and recognize,

Thus alike for the savage and the philosopher all ends in mystery, and the
vagueness and confusion of the primitive mind reaches the same conclusion as the
profundity of the mystic who wrote
Kai 7tavrcov xetax; eocn, mi s'tq icai navxa kou ouSsiq,
ovy sv ecbv, ou JtavToo—7tavcovuas,raocoe ra^eo,
217

TOV (AOVOV aK^fl'lCTTOV.

V. Afterward

With the aid of Birzer, I want to risk 'psychologizing' about the solitary life Dawson led as an
independent scholar. Restating an Augustinian vision of human history in an academic

2 1 5 Hegel, Phenomenology,
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2 1 6 Saint Augustine, City of God, XlX.xxiv; 890, quoted in Dawson, 'St. Augustine,' Dynamics, 324;
2 1 7 Dawson, Progress, 11. Dawson's translation is as follows:
The End of all art Thou, being One and All and None,
Being One Thou are not all, being All thou art not one,
All names are Thine, how then shall I invoke Thy Name
Alone Indefinite.
St. Gregory Nazianzen
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environment where scholars submitted to the 'scientific' standards of the day, where the proper
object of the study of human history was decidedly not in line with the one articulated by
Augustine, forces a person into a self-imposed exile, even from the community in which one's
home is made. Prior to the 1950s, one finds Dawson suffering from illness and bouts of
depression, which were not necessarily caused directly by intellectual fears that his work had
01 8

been misunderstood or under-appreciated, but most certainly compounded the problem.

After

Vatican II, the reputation Dawson had achieved for his work declined significantly^ both inside
and outside of the Roman Catholic community.219 Where he had previously been the lauded by
many, all except a small community of devoted followers now dismissed him merely as a relic.
Also it should be added that Dawson lived the life of an independent scholar—though certainly
in part due to circumstance—in part by conscious choice. Later on in his career he turned down
numerous offers for teaching positions because he feared the secular 'spirit' that pervaded the
professional academy would compromise the integrity of his work as it tended to produce a
fragmented view of human life cut up along disciplinary lines. His acceptance of an appointment
to Harvard can only heighten the reality of this self-conscious exile: he was a British Roman
Catholic teaching among North America Protestants. If it is the 'spirit' of community that binds
us together, conscious failure to conform oneself to that'spirit'can end with only one
conclusion. Being a theorist of culture, Dawson could not be unaware of the consequences of his
choices.
The opening line of Alexander Murray's introduction to the most recent republication of
Dawson's The Making of Europe reads, 'History is stingy to her servants. A scholar can spend a

2 1 8 E.g. Birzer 37-8, 125.
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lifetime at his desk to ensure the past is remembered; he dies, and is himself forgotten.. .since the
Renaissance at least the truth has more often been against [historians].'220 A respectably
Dawsonian response, I believe, would be that the reason this is presently the case has to do with
'the problem of history' and its intimate relation to time: whether, to understand oneself, one
looks to the future via the past, or looks to the past via the future. A 'scientific' rationality, where
it is compelled to acknowledge the presence of something like the continued persistence of past
human activity in the present, is defined by the latter orientation, whereas the former defines an
Augustinian rationality. When Hegel, Nietzsche, and Heidegger, for example, each speak of a
past existence, they treat time as a reality found in the external object and reduce it to the status
of a mere 'having-been.'221 No apologies should have to be offered for asserting, however, that
our experience, both of the movement and measurement of time, from the past, through the
present, to the future, is an internal sifting of our memories of the past from the vantage of the
present with a hope for some future. Our experience of a movement through time thus most
readily conforms to the Augustinian rationality and militates against its 'scientific' counterpart.
So when a 'scientific' rationality reverses the order of time, it can only do so by transcending our
experience of time. And the goal of such an effort is super-human, that is, beyond human ability,
and thus can only be said properly, per Nietzsche's definition, of an uber-mensch,
222
The Augustinian rationality—Dawson went so far as to say all religion

—regards the

human life sub specie aetemitatis. This is a simple recognition that the master narrative of
human life cannot be read to its conclusion; at present, time still moves from the past to the
future as it always has. Contra Hegel, 'A' may very well equal 'A' for that Being who is God (A
2 2 0 Alexander Murray, 'Introduction,' in Dawson, Making of Europe, vii.
2 2 1 Hegel, Phenomenology,
II.5[73]; 433.

A.I[ 106]; 63; Nietzsche, Advantage and Disadvantage,
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95

1; 9; Heidegger, Being and Time,

= A), but it will never do so for the human person in the present dispensation. In and of itself, the
study of human history can show us nothing of an end—only the need for an end. 'The past is
simply a record of the experience of humanity,' Dawson writes, 'and if that experience testifies
to the existence of a permanent human need, that need must manifest itself in the future no less
than in the past.'223 If the beginning of the 'spiritual' narrative of human life is bound to its
ending, its alpha to its omega, together in a whole which moves through time towards one
conclusion, the ending must be found somewhere along the way. A characteristic of an
Augustinian rationality is that finds its end in a Trinitarian God, a Creator and Redeemer God
who became God Incarnate—eternity has entered time, at a specific time and in a specific place,
inaugurating the restoration of the relation between divine and human in a renewed community
in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Wisdom itself, to paraphrase Augustine, has deigned to
adapt itself to our great weakness and offer us a pattern for living.224
Now, unlike the 'spiritual' narrative that runs through the material evidences of human
history, which must involve all that humanity has and is, the story of Dawson's life did come to
an end.
After several strokes in the mid- to late-1960s, which left him mostly dumb,
Dawson suddenly spoke on Trinity Sunday. 'All of a sudden he opened his eyes
and staring at the painting of the crucifixion, which was on the wall at the foot of
his bed, he had a beautiful smile and his eyes were wide open,' Dawson's
daughter reported. He then said: 'This is Trinity Sunday. I see it all and it is
beautiful.' He then returned to the coma never to regain consciousness.225
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