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Foreword 

The majority of the texts in this book were first published in 
Hispano-American and French periodicals under the general 
title Corriente Altema. They date from two periods: 1959 to 
1961, and 1965 to March 1967. Rather than presenting these re­
flections on life in our time in the order in which they were 
written and published, I have decided to group them in three 
sections : the first deals with literature and art; the second with 
certain contemporary subjects (drugs, forms of atheism); the 
third with ethical and political problems. I hope that the contra­
puntal unity of these pieces will be apparent despite their frag­
mentary nature. I believe the fragment to be the form that best 
reflects the ever-changing reality that we live and are. The frag­
ment is not so much a seed as a stray atom that can be defined 
only by situating it relative to other atoms : it is nothing more 
nor less than a relation. This book is a tissue of relations. 

-0. P. 
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What Does Poetry Name? 

Poetry has been likened to mysticism and to eroticism. The simi­
larities between them are obvious; the differences are no less 
apparent. The first and most important of these differences is the 
meaning, or rather the object of poetry: what the poet names. 
The mystical experience-including that of atheist sects such as 
primitive Buddhism and Tantrism-is a search for contact with 
a transcendent good. The object of poetic activity is essentially 
language: whatever his beliefs and convictions, the poet is more 
concerned with words than with what these words designate. 
This is not to say that the poetic universe lacks meaning or that 
its meaning is peripheral. I am simply saying that in poetry 
meaning is inseparable from words, whereas in ordinary dis­
course, and even in the discourse of the mystic, the meaning lies 
in what the words point to, in something beyond language. The 
experience of the poet is above all else a verbal experience; in 
poetry every experience immediately takes on a verbal quality. 
This has been true of all poets in every age, but since Romanti­
cism this preoccupation with language has become what we may 
call a poetic consciousness, an attitude that played no part in the 
classical tradition. The poets of former times were as keenly 
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aware of the value of words as modem poets; but they were less 
sensitive to meaning. G6ngora's hermeticism does not imply a 
criticism of meaning, whereas that of Mallarme or Joyce is pri­
marily a criticism, and at times a destruction, of meaning. Mod­
em poetry is inseparable from the criticism of language, which 
in tum is the most radical and the most virulent form of criticism 
of reality. Language now occupies the place once occupied by 
the gods or some other external entity or outward reality. The 
poem does not refer to anything outside itself; what a word 
refers to is another word. The meaning does not reside outside 
the poem but within it, not in what the words say, but in what 
they say to each other. 

G6ngora and Mallarme, Donne and Rimbaud cannot be read 
in the same way. The difficulties in G6ngora are external; they 
are grammatical, linguistic, mythological. G6ngora is not ob­
scure: he is complicated. His syntax is unusual, there are veiled 
mythological and historical allusions, the meaning of each phrase 
and even each individual word is ambiguous. But once these 
lmotty problems and teasing enigmas have been solved, the 
meaning is clear. This is also true of Donne, a poet no less di.IB­
cult than G6ngora, who writes in a style that is even more dense. 
The difficulties presented by Donne's poetry are linguistic, intel­
lectual, and theological. But once the reader has found the key, 
the poem opens like a tabernacle. Donne's best poems embody 
an erotic, intellectual, and religious paradox. In both these poets, 
the references are to something outside the poem: to nature, 
society, art, mythology, theology. The poet speaks of the eye of 
Polyphemus, the whiteness of Galatea, the horror of death, the 
presence of a young girl. In llimbaud's major works, the attitude 
is completely different. In the flrst place, his reuvre is a criticism 
of reality and of the "values" that support it or justify it: Chris­
tianity, morality, beauty; in the second place, it is an attempt to 
lay the foundations of a new reality: a new fraternity, a new 
eroticism, a new man. All this is to be the mission of poetry, "the 
alchemy of the Word." Mallarme is even more rigorous. His 
reuvre-if that is the proper word for a few signs left on a hand-
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ful of pages, the traces of an unparalleled journey of exploration 
and a shipwreck-is something more than a criticism and a 
negation of reality: it is the obverse side of being. The word is 
the obverse side of reality: not nothingness but the Idea, the 
pure sign that no longer points to anything and is neither being 
nor nonbeing. The "theater of the spirit"-the Work or the Word 
-is not only the "double" of the universe: it is true reality. In 
Rimbaud and Mallarme language turns back upon itself, it 
ceases to designate, it is neither a symbol of, nor does it refer 
to, external realities, whether physical or suprasensible objects. 
For G6ngora a table is "squared pine," and for Donne the Chris­
tian Trinity is "bones to philosophy but milk to faith." Rimbaud 
does not address the world, but rather the Word on which that 
world rests: 

Elle est retrouvee! 
Quoi? L'eternite. 
C'est la mer allee 
Avec le soleil. 

The difficulty of modem poetry does not stem from its com­
plexity-Rimbaud is far simpler than G6ngora or Donne-but 
rather from the fact that, like mysticism or love, it demands total 
surrender (and an equally total vigilance). If the word were not 
ambiguous, I would say that the nature of the difficulty is not 
intellectual but moral. It is an experience that implies a negation 
of the outer world, if only a provisional one, as in philosophical 
reflection. In short, modem poetry is an attempt to do away 
with all conventional meanings because poetry itself becomes 
the ultimate meaning of life and of man; therefore, it is at once 
the destruction and the creation of language-the destruction of 
words and meanings, the realm of silence, but at the same time, 
words in search of the Word. Those who dismiss this quest as 
"utter madness" are legion. Nonetheless, for more than a century 
a few solitary spirits, among them the noblest and most gifted 
human beings who have ever trod this earth, have unhesitatingly 
devoted their entire lives to this absurd undertaking. 
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Form and Meaning 

The real ideas of a poem are not those that occur to the poet 
before he writes his poem, but rather those that appear in his 
work afterward, whether by design or by accident. Content 
stems from form, and not vice versa. Every form produces 
its own idea, its own vision of the world. Form has meaning; and, 
what is more, in the realm of art only form possesses meaning. 
The meaning of a poem does not lie in what the poet wanted to 
say, but in what the poem actually says. What we think we are 
saying and what we are really saying are two quite different 
things. 

Homage to Aesop 

Everything we name enters the circle of language, and therefore -
the circle of meaning. The world is a sphere of meanings, a 
language. But each word has its own particular meaning, which 
is different from and opposed to that of all other words. Within 
language, meanings battle among themselves, neutralize each 
other, annihilate each other. The statement: "Everything is 
meaningful because it is a part of language" can be reversed: 
"Nothing is meaningful because everything is language." The 
world is a sphere, etc . . . .  

Language and Abstraction 

For many years now, it has been a commonplace that abstract 
painting has gone as far as it can go: it has reached its absolute 
limits. This seems to me to be a misstatement of the facts : what 
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Is most characteristic of the great movements in art is their radi­
calism, their continual surpassing of their own limits, their effort 
to approach the absolute, to go beyond the outermost boundaries 
of art. When that furthest limit has been reached, another 
painter arrives on the scene, makes the crucial leap, discovers 
yet another free space beyond, and once again is stopped short 
by a wall-a wall that he must leap over in order to reach the 
open spaces beyond. Retreat is impossible. Has abstraction be­
come a new academism? It does not matter: all movements be­
come formal schools and all styles mere recipes. What is deplor­
able is to end up being an academic painter; but making 
academism a steppingstone is not at all to be deplored. The 
great Baroque and Mannerist painters did not scom the art of 
their predecessors; by exaggerating it, they went beyond it. The 
same thing is true of Symbolist poetry: Symbolist poets did not 
deny Romanticism; they made it aware of its real nature. After 
the classicism of the early abstractionists and the romanticism of 
"abstract expressionism," what we need is a Mannerism, a 
Baroque-abstract. 

The real danger of sterility confronting abstract painting lies 
in its pretension that it is a language sufficient unto itself. By 
the very fact that it pretends to be totally subjective--since it is 
the individual painter and he alone who creates and uses this 
language--it lacks an element essential to all language: a system 
of signs and symbols with meanings shared by all those who use 
it. If each artist speaks in his own private language, the result 
is lack of communication, the death of language. A dialogue be­
tween schizophrenics. The best abstract painters arrived at a 
sort of universal language when they rediscovered certain 
archetypal forms that represent man's most ancient and most 
universal heritage. But was it really a language? It was, rather, a 
pre-language or a meta-language. Abstract painters waver be­
tween stammering and mystical illumination. Though they dis­
dain communication, they occasionally contrive to express com­
munion. The opposite is true of poetry: the only thing at a poet's 
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disposal is words-each of which has a meaning that is the same 
for everyone-and it is out of these words that he must try to 
create a new language. The poet's words continue to be a lan­
guage, but at the same time they are also something else: poetry, 
something never before heard, never before expressed, some­
thing that is language and at the same time something that 
denies language and goes beyond it. Abstract painting seeks to 
be a pure pictorial language, and thus attempts to escape the 
essential impurity of all languages: the recourse to signs or 
forms that have meanings shared by everyone. It either falls 
short of language or goes beyond it, resulting either in silence or 
in onomatopoeic interjection: Mondrian or Pollock. It is an 
attempt at expression that implicitly denies what it affirms. 
Therein perhaps lies its possibility of renewing itself: only that 
creative work which does not deny its own inner contradiction 
and brings it into the full light of day is capable of revealing its 
true nature, which is always twofold. If it were to take this con­
tradiction as its point of departure and refuse to conjure it away, 
abstract painting might go beyond the limits imposed upon it 
and realize itself by affirming the very thing that denies it. That 
was the secret of Baroque art and poetry. 

A Peruvian Painter 

After many years, I have had the chance to see once again the 
works of Fernando de Szyszlo, for some of his latest paint­
ings have recently been shown in Mexico City ( 1959). Szyszlo is 
Peru's best painter, or at any rate the Peruvian painter whose 
works are best known outside his own country. He was one of 
the first practitioners of abstract painting in Hispano-America, 
and he has not changed very much. I have a series of engravings 
entitled Homage to Cesar Vallejo, dating from the years Szy­
szlo and I spent in Paris together, the period in his life when he 
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managed to earn the praise of a severe judge, Hans Hartung. On 
comparing these works of Szyszlo's with his recent oil painting, 
I find that he is more the master of his craft, freer and more 
venturesome, though still the same; his style is still di£Bcult and 
austere, at once violent and lyrical. It is painting that is not out­
going, that looks inward toward intimate truths, that disdains the 
complicity of the senses and demands a more ascetic contempla­
tion on the part of the viewer. Among Mexican painters, Soriano 
would represent the opposite pole, all immediate impulse and 
effusion, a great fountain of dizzying colors and forms. I do not 
mean to say that Szyszlo's painting is only an intellectual con­
struction. There is a visible struggle between rigorous discipline 
and spontaneity; he is not merely an intellectual painter: he has 
sensitivity. His taut, swooping forms can be aggressive and cruel; 
at other times, they are such dense concentrations of color that 
they give off sparks of boundless energy. A flight captured on 
canvas, an explosion, reserve. Many painters-spurred on by the 
example of Picasso--change style from one day to the next; but 
Szyszlo does not change: he matures. He explores more and 
more remote regions within himseU. 

Notes on La realidad y el deseo• 

In recent months (of the year 1958), a one-volume edition of 
Luis Cernuda's collected poems has been published. Cemuda 
has been faithful to himseU all his life, and his book, which has 
grown slowly and steadily, as living things grow, has an internal 
consistency that is quite unusual in modem poetry. There are so 
many new poems in this latest edition, and they shed such re­
vealing light on those published in the past, that for the first 
time we begin to catch a glimpse of the real significance of his 
reuvre. Like the voyager who sees the real outline of an un-

• [Reality and Desire.] 
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Imown land gradually take shape before his eyes as he draws 
closer and closer to its coast, so in the space of the last 
twenty-five years our generation has witnessed the gradual 
revelation of a new poetic continent. 

If we except Cemuda's critical essays and a number of his 
occasional fictional pieces-all written as an offshoot of his po· 
etry-he is the author of a single book. It requires a great faith in 
one's own powers (or a proud despair) to thus gamble every· 
thing on a single card. Despair, faith, pride: contradictory words 
that nonetheless naturally go together. All of them are related to 
yet another word that acts as a tenuous support for them: fate or 
necessity. Cemuda is one of the rare poets of our time marked 
with the brand of fate. He writes because he must write. To the 
poet fated to be a poet, self-expression is as natural and as 
involuntary as breathing is to us ordinary mortals. A demon, 
Cemuda's poetic conscience, refuses to loose its grip on him, 
demanding that he put into words what he has to say, come 
what may. Cemuda is fond of citing a phrase from Heraclitus: 
"Character is destiny." 

Examples of different sorts of loyalty to the poetic demon: 
£luard, the author of many books of poems, wrote only one 
poem all his life, and each of his books contains countless 
versions of this one poem; Cemuda, the author of a single book, 
is a poet of many poems. 

I wrote: a poetic continent. Perhaps the expression is more 
applicable to Neruda, given the physical immensity, the natural 
massiveness, the awesome geographical monotony of that Chil­
ean's poetry. Geography is of little concern to Cernuda, and in 
his poems all of nature, from the sea and nameless rocky cliffs to 
the Castilian plateau, is steeped in history. Cemuda's muvre is a 
spiritual biography, that is to say the precise opposite of a geo­
graphy: a human world, a universe at whose center we find that 
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hall comic, half tragic creature, man. Lilting song and probing 
analysis, soliloquy and supplication, frenzy and irony, confession 
and circumspection, all governed by a consciousness seeking to 
transform lived experience into spiritual wisdom. 

Critics have either said nothing about Cemuda's book, or they 
have heaped empty praise upon it-which is another way of say­
ing nothing. As has happened with other great poets in the past, 
the critics' coolness toward Cemuda's poetry, their uneasiness 
and insecurity, are due to the unintentionally moral nature of 
his inspiration. His book does not point a moral, to be sure; 
nonetheless, it puts before us a vision of reality that is a threat to 
the fragile edi.B.ce that goes by the name of Good and Evil. Blake 
said that every true poet, wittingly or unwittingly, is on the 
devil's side. 

As a love-poet, Cemuda resembles Becquer. As a poet of po­
etry, he is Baudelaire's descendant, having inherited his aware­
ness of the loneliness of the poet, his vision of the modem city 
and its bestial powers, his split personality as lyric poet and 
critic. The two poets share the same desperate, mad yearning 
for happiness on earth and the same certainty that they have 
failed to attain it. The Christian note is missing in Cemuda: the 
consciousness of original sin, the nostalgia for paradise, a sense 
of the supernatural. At the same time, there is in Cemuda some­
thing almost without precedent in the history of Spanish poetry, 
which has always been profoundly Christian: a rebirth of the 
tragic consciousness, that is to say an acceptance of the human 
condition and the rejection of the possibility of any sort of after­
life, either in history or in eternity. Cemuda's pessimism is not a 
negation of life; it is, rather, a celebration of its powers: "Love 
does not die; it is only we who die .... " But all this is merely a 
description of the surface of Cemuda's poetry. Perhaps all 
we need say about this poet is that he has written some of the 
most intense and most lucid poems in the history of the Spanish 
language. They cut into the flesh of reality like a knife. 
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Cemuda's book brings the Latin poets t o  mind. They have the 
reputation of being highly rhetorical and not very original. I 
believe that reputation to be undeserved; with the exception of 
Sappho, we would be hard put to name a Greek writer of love­
poems as modem in feeling as those of Catullus and Propertius. 
These two poets were the first to reveal the ambivalent and 
destructive side of love. The idea of love is said to have been 
born in Provence. That is quite true, but Greece and Rome (not 
to mention the Arab world) give us glimpses of it much earlier. 
In Greece, love takes the form of homosexual passion; in Rome, 
it appears in the guise of unrequited passion. In the poetry of 
Catullus and Propertius, love is a sense of need rather than a 
fulfillment: a somber, raging, broodingly introspective passion. 
And on being subjected to psychological analysis, this passion 
proves to be humiliating for a twofold reason: because it is a 
desire for a despicable creature, and because satisfaction of this 
desire leaves an aftertaste of ashes. It is an emotion tinged with 
selfishness, with contempt for the object of one's desire and for 
oneself. Jealousy and sensuality, rapture and self-analysis, idola­
try and hate: the whole endless dialectic of physical pleasure 
and humiliation that we find in the modem novel, from Ben­
jamin Constant to F. Scott Fitzgerald. Love can only be born in 
the presence of a free being who graces u� with her presence or 
deprives us of it. In antiquity, a woman might be an object of 
worship or desire, but never of love. A goddess or a slave, a 
sacred object or a household utensil, a mother or a courtesan, a 
daughter or a priestess, not even her body was her own: she was 
the ambiguous double of the cosmos, the repository of the benef­
icent or evil powers of the universe. Woman first begins the 
gradual reconquest of herself in Alexandria, and, even more 
importantly, in Rome. While denying her physical freedom, 
Christianity later gives her a soul and free will. This process of 
liberation, which is still far from ended today, began in Rome: 
that great city foreshadows the possibility of love, of the physical 
and spiritual dialogue between two free human beings. Is the 



A L T E R N A T I N G  C U R R E N T  1 3 

freedom of the twentieth century true freedom or only a mask 
disguising a new form of slavery? I cannot say. In any event, 
love is not sexual freedom but the freedom to feel passion: not 
the right to perform a physiological act but the right to freely 
choose to be intoxicated. 

La realidad y el deseo is not a book carefully planned in ad­
vance: it is poems allowed to grow naturally, finally becoming 
a book. If we separate any one part from the whole, we risk 
tearing a living thing apart, denaturing it. The level of intensity 
of Cemuda's poems varies, to be sure. Between 1929 and 1934, 
he discovers, simultaneously, Surrealism and erotic passion. 
Thanks to the moral influence of Andre Gide, he accepts his 
homosexuality. Far from hiding his nature, he uses it as a 
weapon against Spanish morality. It took great courage to do 
this in a society infected with nuzchismo, as the Spain of those 
days was. His language later loses its tension and a rhetorical 
tone gradually creeps into his poems, drowning out his real po­
etic voice little by little: a poem becomes a dissertation and a 
condemnation of our time. The reader agrees with the moralist, 
but he cannot help wondering whether all this might not be bet­
ter expressed in prose. The stiffness of written prose has won 
out, rather than the lively prose-rhythms of everyday spoken 
language, the fountainhead of modem poetry. Listening too in­
tently to his own inner monologue, Cernuda failed to hear the 
voices of others. I wonder whether young people read Cemuda 
the way we did. I find it impossible to believe that they do not 
experience the same sensation-not amazement, but rather 
something much more rare and much more precious: the dis­
covery of a spirit that Imows itself and dares to confront itself, a 
rigorously disciplined, lucid passion, a freedom that is at once a 
rebellion against the world and the acceptance of one's own 
personal fate. No consolation, no preaching of comforting 
thoughts, no concessions. And above all else: a handful of poems 
in which the voice of the poet is the voice of poetry itself, time-
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less poems that will be forever fresh and young. Is that so little? 
I am inclined to think that it is quite enough. Sheer scope is not 
what counts: "More time is not more eternity," as Jim�nez has 
reminded us. 

Landscape 

and the Novel in Mexico• 

I do not know whether literary nationalists have noticed that 
our novels present a rather sketchy and superficial image of the 
physical setting in Mexico. In a number of the best pages of two 
novelists writing in English, D. H. Lawrence and Malcolm 
Lowry, on the other hand, our mountains and our skies appear 
in all their somber, intoxicating grandeur, and in all their inno­
cence and freshness as well. In 'f.l_t�_Plu�d �� and various 
collections of short stories and critical pieces, Lawrence's prose 
reflects the extremely subtle, nearly imperceptible changes of 
light, the feeling of panic when torrential rains begin to fall, the 
terror of darkness descending on the altiplano, the shimmering 
vibrations of the sky at twilight in harmony with the respiratory 
rhythms of the great forests and the pulsing heartbeat of women. 
In Under the Volcano, the gardens of Cuemavaca, the flowers 
and plants, the distant volcanoes and the tangled green vines 
of the ravine-a true "gate of hell''-loom up before us bathed in 
the light of the first day of creation. The first day or the last? 
Perhaps both: the novel takes place on All Souls' Day in 1939, 
and during the twelve hours of this day the hero wanders about 
in a hallucinatory landscape that is also a labyrinth and a Purga­
tory, followed by a dog, the companion of the dead if we are to 
believe the Egyptians and the Aztecs. 

The real theme of Under the Volcano is the age-old story of 

0 This note was written before the works of the new Mexican novelists had 
been published. 
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the expulsion from Paradise; and that of The Plumed Serpent 
the construction of a magic spac&-that is to say, a nature that 
has regained its innocenc&-wherein the reconciliation of heaven 
and earth, of body and soul, of man and woman, is celebrated. 
For both these novelists, it is not the natural surroundings that 
give rise to the vision; on the contrary, it is the poetic vision that 
gives the landscape its concrete form. The spirit sustains the 
stone, rather than vice versa. The landscape does not function 
as the background or the physical setting of the narrative; it is 
something that is alive, something that takes on a thousand 
different forms; it is a symbol and something more than a sym­
bol: a voice entering into the dialogue, and in the end the prin­
cipal character in the story. A landscape is not the more or less 
accurate description of what our eyes see, but rather the revela­
tion of what is behind visible appearances. A landscape never 
refers only to itself; it always points to something else, to some­
thing beyond itself. It is a metaphysic, a religion, an idea of man 
and the cosmos. 

Whereas Malcolm Lowry's theme is the expulsion from Para­
dise, the theme of Juan Rulfo's novel Pedro Paramo is the return 
to Paradise. Hence the hero is a dead man: it is only after death 
that we can return to the Eden where we were born. But Rulfo's 
main character returns to a garden that has burned to a cinder, 
to a lunar landscape. The theme of return becomes that of an 
implacable judgment: Pedro Paramo's journey home is a new 
version of the wanderings of a soul in Purgatory. The title is a 
(unconscious?) symbol: Pedro, Peter, the founder, the rock, the 
origin, the father, the guardian, and the keeper of the keys of 
Paradise, has died; Paramo (the Spanish word for wasteland) 
is his garden of long ago, now a desert plain, thirst and drought, 
the parched whispers of shadows and an eternal failure of com­
munication. Our Lord's garden: Pedro's wasteland. Juan Rulfo 
is the only Mexican novelist to have provided us an image­
rather than a mere description-of our physical surroundings. 
Like Lawrence and Lowry, what he has given us is not photo­
graphic documentation or an impressionist painting; he has 
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incarnated his intuitions and his personal obsessions in stone, in 
dust, in desert sand. His vision of this world is really a vision of 
another world. 

Metamorphosis 

Apuleius recounts how Lucius was turned into an ass; Kafka tells 
us how Gregor Samsa was turned into a cockroach. We know 
what Lucius's sin was: his interest in witchcraft and his con­
cupiscence; we are not told what Samsa's fatal flaw was. Nor do 
we know who is punishing him: his judge is nameless and 
faceless. After he is turned into an ass, Lucius wanders all 
over Greece and a thousand marvelous, terrible, or amusing 
things happen to him. He lives among bandits, assassins, slaves, 
vicious landholders, and equally cruel peasants; he is made to 
transport on his back the altar of an Oriental goddess worshiped 
by sexually perverted priests, thieves, and devotees of flagella­
tion; on a number of occasions his virility is endangered, though 
this does not prevent him from having amorous relations with a 
wealthy and passionate woman; he experiences both times of 
feast and times of famine . ... Nothing at all happens to Gregor 
Samsa: his horizon is bounded by the four dreary walls of a 
dreary house. Despite the beatings he suffers, the ass's health is 
never impaired; the cockroach is beyond both sickness and 
health: abjection is his permanent state. Lucius represents 
Mediterranean common sense and truculence, gastronomy and a 
sensuality that has a faint tinge of sadism, Greco-Latin eloquence 
and Oriental mysticism-the Phallus and the Idea. All of which 
culminates in the glorious vision of Isis, the universal mother, 
one night on the seashore. The end for Gregor Samsa is a 
domestic servant's broom sweeping out his room. Apuleius: the 
world seen and judged from the point of view of an ass. Kafka: 
the cockroach does not judge the world; he endures it. 



A L T E R N A T I N G  C U R R E N T  

Invention, 

Underdevelopment, 

Modernity 

1 7 

To us, the value of a work lies in its newness: the invention of 
new forms, or a novel combination of old forms, the discovery of 
unknown worlds or the exploration of unfamiliar areas in worlds 
already discovered-revelations, surprises. Dostoevski digs down 
into the subsoil of the spirit, Whitman names realities that tradi­
tional poetry had disdained, Mallarme subjects language to more 
rigorous experiments than those of G6ngora and invents the 
critical poem, Joyce turns the spoken language into an epic and 
makes a hero of a linguistic happenstance (Tim Finnegan is the 
death and resurrection of English and every other language), 
Roussel makes a poem out of a charade .. . .  From the Romantic 
era onward, a work of art has had to be unique and inimitable. 
The history of art and literature has since assumed the form of a 
series of antagonistic movements: Romanticism, Realism, Natu­
ralism, Symbolism. Tradition is no longer a continuity but a 
series of sharp breaks. The modem tradition is the tradition of 
revolt. The French Revolution is still our model today: history is 
violent change, and this change goes by the name of progress. I 
do not know whether these notions really apply to art. We may 
be convinced that driving a car is much better than riding horse­
back: but I fail to see how we can say that Egyptian sculpture 
is inferior to that of Henry Moore, or that Kafka is a greater 
writer than Cervantes. I believe in the tradition of a sharp break 
and in no way do I reject modem art: all I am saying is that we 
employ dubious standards in our attempt to understand it and 
judge it. Changes in our aesthetic tastes have no value or mean­
ing in and of themselves; what has value and meaning is the 
idea of change itself. Or, better stated: not change in and of 
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itself, but change as an agent or inspiration of modem creations. 
Imitation of nature and classical models-the idea of imitating, 
rather than the act of imitating-sustained the artists of the past; 
and for more than two centuries now, modernity-the notion of 
original and absolutely personal creation-has sustained us. Had 
such a notion not existed, the most perfect and most enduring 
works of our time would not have existed. The characteristic 
feature of modernity is criticism: what is new is set over and 
against what is old and it is this constant contrast that constitutes 
the continuity of tradition. In the past, continuity consisted in 
the prolongation or the persistence of certain archetypal forms 
or features in works of art; today, this continuity takes the form 
of negation or opposition. In classical art, novelty meant some 
sort of variation of the model; in Baroque art, an exaggeration; 
in modem art, a sharp break. In all three cases tradition was a 
living relation, even when it was a polemical one, and the dialogue 
between generations was not broken off. 

If imitation becomes mere repetition, the dialogue ceases and 
tradition petrifies; if modernity is not self-critical, if it is not a 
sharp break and simply considers itself a prolongation of "what 
is modem," tradition becomes paralyzed. This is what is taking 
place in a large sector of the so-called avant-garde. The reason 
for this is obvious: the idea of modernity is beginning to lose its 
vitality. It is losing it because modernity is no longer a critical 
attitude but an accepted, codified convention. Rather than being 
a heresy, as in the nineteenth century and the first half of the 
twentieth century, it has become an article of faith that every­
one subscribes to. The Institutional Revolutionary Party-that 
monumental logical and linguistic invention of Mexican politics 
-is a label that aptly describes a large part of contemporary 
art. For more than fifteen years now we have been greeted by a 
rather comical spectacle, in painting and sculpture in particular; 
although various "schools" follow one upon the other in rapid 
succession, all this raking of the coals can be reduced to a simple 
formula: repetition at an ever-accelerating rate. Never before 
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has there been such frenzied, barefaced imitation masquerad­
ing as originality, invention, and innovation. For our forebears in 
the classical age, imitation was not only a legitimate practice 
but a duty; imitation did not stand in the way of the creation of 
new and truly original works. The artist is a living contradiction: 
he tries to imitate and he invents, he tries to invent and he 
copies. If contemporary artists sincerely seek to be original, 
unique, and new, they should begin by disregarding the notions 
of originality, individuality, and innovation: they are the cliches 
of our time. 

A number of Mexican critics use the word "underdevelop­
ment" to describe the present situation in Hispano-American arts 
and letters: our culture is "underdeveloped," the work of X or Y 
represents a breaking away from the "underdevelopment of the 
novel in our country," and so on and so forth. As I see it, the 
word refers to certain currents that are not to these critics' liking 
(or to mine) : chauvinistic nationalism, academicism, tradition­
alism, and the like. But the word "underdevelopment" is a United 
Nations euphemism for backward nations. The notion of "un­
derdevelopment" is an ofFshoot of the idea of social and eco­
nomic progress. Aside from the fact that I am very much averse 
to reducing the plurality of cultures and the very destiny of man 
to a single model, industrial society, I have serious doubts as to 
whether the relationship between economic prosperity and 
artistic excellence is one of cause and efFect. Cavafy, Borges, 
Unamuno, and Reyes cannot be labeled "underdeveloped" 
writers, despite the marginal economic status of Greece, Spain, 
and Latin America. Moreover, the rush to "develop" reminds me 
of nothing so much as a frantic race to arrive at the gates of Hell 
ahead of everyone else. 

Many peoples and many cultures have taken their name from 
that of a god, a virtue, a destiny, a brotherhood: Islam, the Jews, 
the Japanese, the Tenochcas, the Aryans. Each one of these 
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names is a sort of cornerstone, a covenant with pennanence. Our 
age is the only one to have chosen a meaningless adjective to 
describe itself: modem. Since modem times will inevitably cease 
to be modern, this is tantamount to not having any name at all. 

The idea of imitating the classics stems from a view of on­
going time as a falling away from a primordial time that is per­
fect. This is the exact opposite of the idea of progress: the pres­
ent is insubstantial and imperfect by comparison with the past, 
and tomorrow will be the end of time. Implicit in this concep­
tion is the belief, first, that the past has restorative powers, and 
the belief, secondly, in an eternal repetition of the cycle of deca­
dence, extinction, and a new beginning. Time consumes itself, 
and thereby re-engenders itself. The past is the model of the 
present: imitating the ancients and nature, the universal model 
within whose fonns all times are contained, is a way of slowing 
up the process of decline. The idea of modernity is the product 
of rectilinear time: the present does not repeat the past and each 
instant is unique, different, and self-sustaining. The aesthetic 
of modernity, as Baudelaire, one of the first to define it, was well 
aware, is not synonymous with the idea of progress: it is difficult 
--or even absurd-to believe that such a thing as progress exists 
in the realm of art. But modernity and progress resemble each 
other in that both are the products of a v!ew of time as rectilin­
ear. This view of time is dying today. We are witnessing a two­
fold phenomenon: a criticism of progress in the countries that 
are most highly developed, and a degeneration of the avant­
garde in the realm of art and literature. What distinguishes 
modern art from the art of other ages is criticism-and the 
avant-garde is no longer critical. Its powers of negation are 
blunted when it enters the circuit of production and consump­
tion of industrial society, either as an obiect or as news. In the 
first case, price becomes the one real criterion of the worth of a 
painting or a piece of sculpture; in the second case, what counts 
is not what the poem or novel says but what ts said about them, 
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pointless talk that degenerates into a mere flood of publicity. 
Another art is dawning. The relation of art to the idea of recti­

linear time is beginning to change, and this change will be even 
more radical than that of two centuries ago when the idea of 
modernity undermined the Christian notion of time as a finite 
process ending in motionless eternity. The future is losing its 
fascination as the idea of progress begins to decline. The end of 
our idea of time also means the end of "world centers of art." 
Today we all speak, if not the same tongue, tl.e same universal 
language. There is no one center, and time has lost its former 
coherence: East and West, yesterday and tomorrow exist as a 
confused jumble in each one of us. Different times and different 
spaces are combined in a here and now that is everywhere at 
once. A synchronic vision is replacing the former diachronic 
vision of art. This movement began when Apollinaire endeav­
ored to juxtapose different spaces within a single poem; Pound 
and Eliot dealt with history in the same way, incorporating texts 
from other times and other languages in their works. These 
poets believed that in so doing they were being modem; their 
time was a summa of all times. But what they were really doing 
was taking the first step toward destroying modernity. The old 
frontiers are disappearing and others opening up; we are wit­
nessing the end of the idea of art as aesthetic contemplation and 
returning to something that the West has long forgotten: the re­
birth of art as collective action and representation, and the re­
birth of their complementary opposite, solitary meditation. If the 
word had not lost its strict meaning, I would call the new art a 
spiritual art. A mental art, then, which will demand of the 
reader and the listener the sensitivity and the imagination of a 
performer who, like the musicians of India, is also a creator. The 
works of the new time that is aborning will not be based on the 
idea of linear succession but on the idea of combination: the 
conjunction, the diffusion, the reunion of languages, spaces, and 
times. Fiesta and contemplation. An art of confugation. 
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The Seed 

The art of the great historic civilizations, including those of 
pre-Columbian America, are capable of arousing our admiration 
and our enthusiasm, and may even enrapture us, but they never 
impress us as much as an Eskimo harpoon or a mask from the 
South Pacific. I use the word tmpress not only in the sense of 
causing us to feel strong emotion, but also in the etymological 
sense of '1eaving a trace or mark by pressure." The contact is 
physical, and the feeling we experience is very much like acute 
anxiety. Inner or outer space, the world below or beyond, be­
comes a great weight pressing down upon us. Each work is a 
solid block of time, time standing still, time more massive than a 
mountain, despite the fact that it is as intangible as air or 
thought. Is it because these works are age-old, because the 
weight of thousands upon thousands of years has been com­
pressed into a small chunk of matter? I do not believe so. The 
arts of so-called primitive peoples are not the most ancient arts 
we know of. Quite aside from the fact that many of these objects 
were created only yesterday, I would not venture to call the 
most ancient art we have any knowledge of, that of the Pale­
olithic era, a primitive art. What the animals painted on walls of 
caves in France, Spain, and elsewhere most resemble, if any 
comparison at all is possible, is the great figurative paintings 
decorating the walls of temples and palaces dating from the 
urban revolution. They not only have a similar form, but also a 
similar function. The theory that these figures were magic repre­
sentations connected with hunting rites is giving way to the 
theory that they were a form of religious painting, at once 
naturalistic and symbolic. Specialists such as Andre Leroi­
Courhan believe these caves to be something like the cathedrals 
of Paleolithic man. No, the time of which the creations of primi­
tive peoples are a living symbol is not antiquity; or rather, these 
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works reveal another antiquity, a time previous to chronological 
time. A time before the idea of antiquity: the real original time, 
the time that is always before, no matter when it occurs. A Hopi 
doll or a Navajo painting are not older than the caves at 
Altamira or Lascaux: they are before them. 

The handiwork of primitive peoples reveals the "time before 
time." What is this time like? It is almost impossible to describe 
it in words and concepts. I would call it the original metaphor. 
The first seed within which everything that will later be the 
plant-roots, stem, leaves, fruit, and its final decay-has been 
quickened with a life that will unfold only in the future yet is 
also already present. To be more precise: it is the imminence of 
the unknown-not as a presence but a9 an expectation and a 
threat, as an emptiness. It is the breaking through of the now 
into the here, the present in all its instantaneous actuality and 
all its dizzying, hostile potentiality. What is this moment con­
cealing? The present is both revealed and concealed in the 
handiwork of the primitive, as in the seed or the mask: it is both 
what it is and what it is not, the presence that both is and is not 
there before us. This present never occurs in historical or linear 
time, nor does it occur in religious or cyclical time. In profane 
and sacred time, the intermediaries-a god or a concept, a 
mythical date or the little hand of the clock-keep us from being 
battered by the great paw of the present. There is something or 
someone standing between us and brute time to defend us: the 
calendar clears a path through the dense thickets of time, makes 
its immense expanse navigable. The handiwork of the primitive 
cannot be dated, or rather, it is before any date on any calendar. 
It is the time previous to before and after. 

The seed is the original metaphor: it falls on the ground, into 
a crack in the earth, and is nourished by the earth's substance. 
The idea of a Fall and that of spatial separation are implicit in 
our image of the seed. If we think of animal time as a seamless 
present with all of reality an endless now, human time will 
then appear to be a divided present. Separation, a sharp break: 
now falls into before and after. This fissure in time announces 
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the advent of the kingdom of man. Its most perfect manifesta­
tion is the calendar, whose object is not so much to divide time 
up as to bridge the yawning gap between the precipice of yes­
terday and that of tomorrow. The calendar names time, and 
since it fails utterly to tame the present, it distances it. A date on 
the calendar masks the original instant: that moment when 
primitive man, suddenly aware that he is outside of natural or 
animal time, realizes that he is a stranger, a creature who has 
fallen into a literally fathomless now. As man's history unfolds, 
the fissure becomes broader and broader, deeper and deeper. 
Calendars, gods, and philosophies fall, one by one, into the great 
pit. Suspended over the abyss as we are today, our fall seems 
imminent. Our instruments can measure time, but our minds 
can no longer conceive it: it has become both too large and too 
small. 

The handiwork of primitive peoples fascinates us because the 
situation that it reveals is somewhat analogous to the one in 
which we find ourselves today: time without intermediaries, the 
abyss of time that cannot be measured. Not so much a vacuum 
as the presence of the unknown, an immediate brute force. For 
thousands of years, the unknown had a name, many names·: 
gods, signs, symbols, ideas, systems. Today, it has once again 
become the abyss that has no name, just as it was nameless be­
fore history began. The beginning and roe end resemble each 
other. But primitive man is a creature who is less defenseless 
spiritually than we are. The moment the seed falls into a crack, it 
fills it and swells with life. Its fall is a resurrection; the gash 
is a scar; and separation is reunion. All time lives in the seed. 

A pygmy funeral hymn-to my mind possessed of a taut, 
spare beauty far greater than that of many of our classic poems 
--expresses, better than any disquisition, this world-view in 
which fall and resurrection are simultaneous: 

An animal is born, passes this way, dies, 
And the great cold comes, 
The great cold of night, blackness. 
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A bird passes this way, flies, dies, 
And the great cold comes, 
The great cold of night, blaclmess. 

A fish darts by, passes this way, dies, 
And the great cold comes, 
The great cold of night, blaclmess. 

A man is born, eats, sleeps, 
And the great cold comes, 
The great cold of night, blaclmess. 

The sky bursts into flame, its eyes go out, 
The morning star shines, 
The cold below, the light above. 

A man has passed this way, the prisoner is free, 
The shadow has melted away . . • .  

Primitives and Barbarians 

The poem or sculpture of primitive man is the swollen seed, 
the superabundance of forms: a focal point of different times, 
the point of intersection of all spatial trajectories. I wonder 
whether the famous sculpture of Coatlicue in the Mexican Na­
tional Museum, an enormous block of stone covered with signs 
and symbols, might not be described as primitive despite the 
fact that it belongs to a very definite historical period. On second 
thought: it is a barbarous work, like many others left us by the 
Aztecs. It is barbarous because it does not possess the unity of 
the primitive artifact, which puts the contradictions of reality 
before us in the form of an instantaneous totality, as in the 
pygmy poem; and barbarous because it has no notion of the 
pause, of the empty space, of the transition between one state 
and another. What distinguishes classic art from primitive art is 
the intuition of time not as an instant but as succession, symbol-
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ized in the line that encloses a fonn without imprisoning it: 
Gupta or Renaissance painting, Egyptian or Huastec statuary, 
Greek or Teotihuacin architecture. Coatlicue is more an idea 
turned to stone than a palpable fonn. If we look on it as a dis­
course in stone, at once a hymn and a theology, its rigor may 
seem admirable. It strikes us as a cluster of meanings, its sym­
bolic richness dazzles us, and its sheer geometrical proportions, 
which have a certain grandeur all their own, may awe us or 
horrify us-a basic function of a sacred presence. As a religious 
image, Coatlicue humbles us. But if we really study it, rather 
than simply thinking about it, we change our minds. It is not a 
creation; it is a construction. Its various elements and attributes 
never fuse into a fonn. This mass is the result of a process of 
superposition; more than a powerful accumulation of separate 
elements, it is a juxtaposition. Neither a seed nor a plant: neither 
primitive nor classical. And not Baroque either. The Baroque is 
art reflecting itself, line that caresses itself or tears itself apart, a 
sort of narcissism of forms. A volute, a spiral, mirrors reflecting 
each other, the Baroque is a temporal art: sensuality and medi­
tation, an art that feeds the illusions of the disillusioned. A dense 
jumble of forms, Coatlicue is the work of semicivilized barbar­
ians : it attempts to say everything, and is not aware that the 
best way to express certain things is to say nothing about them. 
It scorns the expressive value of silence: the smile of archaic 
Greek art, the empty spaces of Teotihuacin. As rigid as a con­
cept, it is totally unaware of ambiguity, allusion, indirect 
expression. 

Coatlicue is a work of bloodthirsty theologians: pedantry and 
cruelty. In this sense it is wholly modem. Today, too, we con­
struct hybrid objects which, like Coatlicue, are mere juxtaposi­
tions of elements and forms. This trend, which has carried the 
day in New York and is now spreading all over the globe, has a 
twofold origin : the collage and the Dada object. But the collage 
was meant to be a fusion of heterogeneous materials and forms: 
a metaphor, a poetic image; and the Dada object was an attempt 
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to destroy the idea of physical objects as useful tools and the 
idea of works of art as valuable things. By regarding the object 
as something that destroys itself, Dada made the useless the 
antivalue par excellence and thus attacked not only the object 
but the market. Today, the successors of Dada deify the object: 
their art is the consecration of the artifact. The art galleries and 
the museums of modem art are the chapels of the new cult and 
their god goes by the name of the product: something that is 
bought, used, and thrown away. By the workings of the laws of 
the marketplace, justice is done, and artistic products suffer the 
same fate as other commercial objects : a wearing out that has no 
dignity whatsoever. Coatlicue does not wear out. It is not an 
object but a concept in stone, an awesome idea of an awesome 
divinity. I realize that it is barbarous; but I also appreciate its 
power. Its richness strikes me as uneven and almost formless, 
but it is a genuine richness. It is a goddess, a great goddess. 

Can we escape barbarism? There are two sorts of barbarians : 
the barbarian who knows he is one ( a  Vandal, an Aztec ) and 
therefore seeks to borrow a civilized life-style; and the civilized 
man who knows that the "end of a world" is at hand and does 
his utmost to escape by plunging into the dark waters of sav­
agery. The savage does not know that he is a savage; barbarism 
is a feeling of shame at being a savage or a nostalgia for a state 
of savagery. In both cases, its underlying cause is inauthenticity. 

A truly modem art would be one that would reveal the hol­
lowness rather than mask it. Not the object-that-is-a-mask, 
but the frankly truthful work, opening out like a fan. Was not 
the aim of Cubism and, more radically, the goal of Kandin­
sky the revelation of essence? For the primitive, the function of 
the mask is to reveal and conceal a terrible, contradictory reality: 
the seed that is life and death, fall and resurrection in a fath­
omless now. Today the mask hides nothing. In our time it may 
well be impossible for the artist to invoke presence. But another 
way, cleared for him by Mallarme, is still open to him: manifest­
ing absence, incarnating emptiness. 
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Nature, Abstraction, Time 

"From the imitation of nature to its destruction": this might well 
be the title of a history of Western art. The most vital of modem 
artists, Picasso, may also have been the wisest: if we cannot 
escape nature, as a number of his successors and his contem­
poraries have vainly endeavored to do, we can at least disfigure 
it, destroy it. Basically, this is a new homage to nature. Nothing 
pleases nature more, Sade said, than the crimes whereby we 
attempt to violate her. In her eyes creation and destruction are 
one and the same. Wrath, pleasure, siclmess, or death wreak 
changes in the human being no less terrible (or comic) than the 
mutilations, the deformations, the furious stylizations that Picasso 
delights in. 

Nature has no history, but its forms are the living embodiment 
of all the styles of the past, present, and future. I have seen the 
birth, the full flowering, and the decline of the Gothic style in 
rocks in the valley of Kabul. In a pond covered with green scum 
-full of little stones, aquatic plants, frogs, tiny monsters-! 
recognized both the temple sculpture of the Bayon at Angkor 
and one of the periods of Max Ernst. The form and plan of the 
buildings of Teotihuacan are a replica of the Valley of Mexico, 
but this landscape is also a prefiguration of Sung painting. The 
microscope reveals that the formula of the Tibetan tanka.t is 
already hidden in certain cells. The telescope shows me that 
Tamayo is not only a poet but also an astronomer. White clouds 
are the quarries of the Greeks and the Arabs. I am bemused by 
plata encantada, obsidian covered with a vitreous, opalescent 
white substance: Monet and his followers. There is no escaping 
the fact: nature is better at abstract art than at figurative art. 

Modern abstract painting has taken one of two forms: a search 
for essences (Kandinsky, Mondrian) ,  or the naturalism of Anglo-
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American abstract expressionists. 0 The founders of the school 
wanted to get away from nature, to create a world of pure forms 
or reduce all forms to their essence. In this sense, the first ab­
stract painters could be called idealists. Americans have not taken 
their inspiration from nature, but they have decided to work in 
the same way as nature. The act or the gesture of painting is 
more or less the ritual double of the natural phenomenon. Paint­
ing is like the action of sun, water, salt, fire, or time on things. 
To a certain degree abstract painting and natural phenomena 
are an accident: the sudden, unforeseen intersection of two or 
more series of events. Many times the result is striking: these 
paintings are fragments of living matter, chunks sliced out of the 
cosmos or heated to a seething boil. Nonetheless, it is an incom­
plete art, as can be seen in Pollock, one of the most powerful of 
these artists. His great canvases have no beginning or end; 
despite their huge dimensions and the energy with which they 
are painted, they seem to be giant chunks of matter rather than 
complete worlds. This kind of painting does not assuage our thirst 
for totality. Fragments and stammerings : a powerful urge to 
express, rather than a total expression. 

Whether idealist or naturalist, abstract painting is a timeless 
art. Essence and nature lie outside the flow of human time: 
natural elements and the Idea have no date. I prefer the other 
current in modern art that endeavors to capture the meaning of 
change. Figuration, disfiguration, metamorphosis, a temporal 
art: Picasso at one end of the scale, Klee at the other, the great 
Surrealists in the middle. We owe to idealist abstract art some of 
the purest and most perfect creations of the first half of this 
century. The naturalist or expressionist tendency has left us 
great and intense works, tragic and, at times, hybrid art. It is the 
result of the contradiction between the natural phenomenon 
(pure objectivity) and human activity ( subjectivity, intention-

• I don't like the tenn expressionism applied to abstract painting: there is 
a contradiction between expressionism and abstraction. The tenn "abstract 
painting" is no less misleading. As Benjamin Peret has pointed out, art is 
always concrete. 
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ality) .  A mixture, a conflict, or a fusion of two different orders of 
reality: the living material of the painting ( energy and inertia) 
and the romantic subjectivism of the painter. A heroic painting, 
but also a theatrical painting: part daring feat, part dramatic 
gesture. Temporal art, for its part, is a vision of the instant that 
envelops presence in its flame and consumes it: an art of 
presence even though it hacks it to pieces, as in Picasso's work. 
Presence is not only what we see: Andre Breton speaks of the 
"inner model," meaning that ghost that haunts our nights, that 
secret presence that is proof of the otherness of the world. 
Giacomelli has said that the one thing he wants to do is to really 
paint or sculpture a face some day. Braque does not search for 
the essence of the object: he spreads it out over the transparent 
river of time. The empty hours of Chirico with not a single per­
son in sight. Klee's lines, colors, arrows, circles : a poem of move­
ment and metamorphosis. Presence is the cipher of the world, 
the cipher of being. It is also the scar, the trace of the temporal 
wound: it is the instant, instants. It is meaning pointing to the 
object designated, an object desired and never quite attained. 

The search for meaning or its destruction ( it makes no differ­
ence which : there is no way of escaping meaning) is central to 
both tendencies. The only meaningless art in our time is realism: 
and not only because its products are so mediocre, but also be­
cause it persists in reproducing a natural and social reality that 
has lost all meaning. Temporal art resolutely confronts this loss 
of meaning, and therefore it is an art of imagination par excel­
lence. In this respect, the Dadaist movement was an example 
(and an inimitable one, despite its recent imitations in New 
York) .  Dada not only took the absence of meaning and absurdity 
as its province, but made lack of meaning its most effective 
instrument of intellectual demolition. Surrealism sought mean­
ing in the magnetic excitement of the instant: love, inspiration. 
The key word was encounter. What is left of all this? A few 
canvases, a few poems : a branch of living time. That is enough. 
Meaning lies elsewhere: always just a few steps farther on. 
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Modem art oscillates between presence and its destruction, 
between meaning and the meaningless. But we thirst for a com­
plete art. Are there any examples? 

Figure and Presence 

Dada torpedoed the speculative pretensions of Cubist painting 
and the Surrealists countered the object-idea of Juan Gris, 
Villon, or Delaunay with an inner vision that destroyed its con­
sistency as a thing and its coherence as a system of intellectual 
coordinates. Cubism had been an analysis of the object and an 
attempt to put it before us in its totality; both as analysis and as 
synthesis, it was a criticism of appearance. Surrealism trans­
muted the object, and suddenly a canvas became an apparition: 
a new figuration, a real transfiguration. This process is being re­
peated today. Abstract painting had rejected aesthetic reality 
along with every other reality-whether in the form of appear­
ances or in the form of apparitions. Pop Art is the unexpected 
return of figurative art, a hostile and brutal reappearance of 
reality, such as we see it every day in our cities, before it is 
passed through the filter of analysis. Both Surrealism and Pop 
Art represent a reaction against the absolutism of pictorial 
speculation, in the form of a return to spontaneous, concrete 
vision. Fantasy, humor, provocation, hallucinatory realism. The 
difFerences between the two movements are as great as the 
similarities, however. We might even say that the resemblance is 
merely an outward one; it is not so much a fundamental simi­
larity as a historical and formal coincidence: they are one 
extreme of the modem sensibility, which continually oscillates 
between love of the general and passion for the individual, be­
tween reflection and intuition. But Pop Art is not a total rebel­
lion as Dada was, nor is it a movement of systematic subversion 
in the manner of Surrealism, with a program and an inner dis-
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cipline. It is an individual attitude; a response to reality rather 
than a criticism of it. Its twin and its enemy, Op Art, is not even 
an attitude: it is literally a point of view, a procedure. It is 
really a more or less independent branch of the abstractionist 
tendency, as is clear in the works of one of the best representa­
tives of the school: Vasarely. 

The Pop artist accepts the world of things we live in and is 
accepted by the society that possesses and uses these things. 
Neither rejection nor separation: integration. Unlike Dada and 
Surrealism, Pop Art from the beginning was a tributary of the 
industrial current, a small stream feeding into the system of 
circulation of objects. Its products are not defiant challenges of 
the museum or rejections of the consumers' aesthetic that char­
acterizes our time: they are consumer products. Far from being 
a criticism of the marketplace, this art is one of its manifesta­
tions. Its works are often ingenuous sublimations of the show 
windows and counter displays of the big department stores. 
Nonetheless Pop Art is a healthy trend because it is a return to 
an immediate vision of reality, and, in its most intense expres­
sions, a return to a vision of immediate reality. How can we 
fail to see the poetry of modem life, as defined by Apollinaire, 
in certain of Rauschenberg's works, for instance? The world of 
the streets, machines, lights, crowds-a world in which each 
color is an exclamation and each form a sign pointing to contrary 
meanings. Pop Art has reinvented the figure, and this figure is 
that of our cities and our obsessions. At times it has gone further 
and turned this mythology into a blank space and a question: 
the art of Jasper Johns is that of the object become a Saint 
Sebastian. A truly metaphysical art in the great tradition of 
Chirico, yet deeply American. But Johns is an exception-a more 
rigorous imagination beyond both the easy charms and the 
mindless brutality of most of Pop Art. . . . What these artists 
have restored to us is a figure, not presence itself: a mannequin 
rather than a true apparition. The modem world is man, or his 
ghost, wandering among things and gadgets. In the work of 
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these young people, I miss something that Pound saw in a Paris 
metro station and expressed in two lines : 

The apparition of these faces in the crowd; 
Petals on a wet, black bough. 

The New Acolytes 

Another similarity between yesterday's European avant-garde 
and today's American avant-garde: in both cases, poetry antici­
pated and paved the way for the new pictorial vision. Dada and 
Surrealism were above all else poetic movements in which poet­
painters such as Arp and painter-poets such as Ernst and Mir6 
participated. In the United States, the phenomenon is being re­
peated in a slightly diHerent form. The change began in the 
1950s, and the spark that set it off was the rebelllon of poets 
against intellectual and academic poetry-a rebellion in which 
Pound and William Carlos Williams fulJllled the same exemplary 
(and ambiguous ) function as Apollinaire and Reverdy within 
the Surrealist movement in France. A few years later, around 
1960, American painters rebelled-independently but in much 
the same way-against abstract expressionism. It was more or 
less a repetition of what had happened in Europe, especially in 
France, between 1920 and 1925. Repetition, of course, is neither 
absolute similarity nor imitation. The resemblance stems from the 
fact that the circumstances are analogous, and may be regarded 
as an illustration of the rhythmic law that I have mentioned 
above: a swing of the pendulum between periods of reflection 
and periods of spontaneity. 

The same cannot be said, however, of the Hispano-American 
imitators o£ the North Americans, at least in the realm of poetry. 
(Except for Brazil, where there is a genuine avant-garde in the 
strictest sense of the word: the concrete poets . )  Imitating Olson 
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or Ginsberg in Lima, Caracas, Buenos Aires, Santiago, Mexico 
City, or Tegucigalpa is tantamount to ignoring-or, what is 
worse, forgetting-the fact that this poetic revolution has al­
ready taken place in the Spanish language. This movement be­
gan in our countries more than forty years ago; its founders 
were Macedonio Fernandez, Huidobro, Tablada. It culminates in 
two moments that are true zeniths : the first represented pri­
marily by the names Neruda and Vallejo; the second repre­
sented by a number of less widely known but equally important 
works by various poets of my generation: Lezama Lima, Nicanor 
Parra, Enrique Molina, Alberto Girri, Vitier, and a few others. 
It is a movement that has not yet come to an end, a living 
tradition. 

The acolytes repeat and translate what has already been done: 
they are outsiders following a rite that they only half under­
stand. Denying one's heritage has always seemed to me to be a 
tonic and a stimulant. Nonetheless I believe that it is necessary 
to be acquainted first with what one is rejecting before it is pos­
sible to really reject it. Breton broke with Valery's aesthetic 
only after many years of intimate contact with this poet's works; 
the Argentinian ultras rebelled against Lugones, but they were 
not unaware of his existence. The acolytes swim in an empty 
pool; they explore territories that are shown on all the maps. 
Perhaps this attitude is the result of an unconscious extension of 
the notion of "underdevelopment" to the area of artistic creation. 
Latin America is admittedly a continent of obtuse, grasping 
oligarchies, bloody dictatorships, oppressed peoples, and govern­
ments that are puppets of Washington, but since the days of 
Ruben Darfo, this somber world has produced an unbroken 
series of good poets. These poets are part of the universal mod­
em tradition, and their works are no less important than those of 
Benn, Yeats, Michaux, Ungaretti, Montale. I am not saying that 
young people ought to continue, repeat, or imitate their prede­
cessors; I am merely saying that all rejection, if it is not to be an 
empty protest against emptiness, implies an adversary rela­
tionship with what is being rejected. What worries me is not the 
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rebellion against tradition but rather the absence of a tradition. 
This is a sign of alienation; even more important, when 
acolytes cut themselves off from tradition, they mutilate them­
selves . . . .  But all this is perhaps only a holdover from the past, 
the last twitches of a dying "modernity." Another time is dawn­
ing: another art. 

On Criticism 

On first hearing a pmTot speak, the Spanish 
gentleman recently aiTived in the New World 
bowed deeply and said: "Pardon, Your 
Excellency, I thought you were a bird." 

It is an open secret that criticism is the weak point of Hispano­
American literature. This is also true of Spain. There is no lack 
of good critics, of course. Among Latin American critics, I could 
readily point to two outstanding ones, Anderson Imbert and 
Rodriguez Monegal (not to mention a younger one such as the 
Venezuelan poet Guillermo Sucre) .  But we lack a "body of 
doctrine," or rather doctrines, that is to say, a world of ideas that 
as it develops creates an intellectual space: a critical sphere 
surrounding a work of literature, an echo that prolongs it or con­
tradicts it. Such a space represents the meeting place with other 
works, the possibility of a dialogue between them. Criticism is 
responsible for the creation of what we call a literature, which 
is not so much the sum of individual works as the system of rela­
tions between them: a field of affinities and oppositions. 

Criticism and creation live in permanent symbiosis. Criticism 
feeds on poems and novels, but at the same time it is the water, 
bread, and air of creation. In the past, the "body of doctrine" 
was made up of closed systems: Dante was nourished by the­
ology and G6ngora by mythology. Modernity represents the rule 
of criticism :  not a system, but the negation and the confronta-
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tion of all systems. Criticism has been the staple nourishment of 
all modem artists, from Baudelaire to Kafka, from Leopardi to 
the Russian Futurists. It has also become a form of creation: the 
work in the end becomes a celebration of negation ( Vn coup de 
des) or a negation of the work itself ( Nadia). In Spanish and 
Portuguese literature there are very few examples of this sort of 
radicalism: there is Pessoa, and Jorge Luis Borges, both authors 
of a work built upon the dizzying theme of the absence of a work. 
Criticism as a method of creation, negation as a metaphysic and a 
rhetoric. Among those who have come after them-aside from 
Cortazar and Sarduy-I find no evidence of the will to con­
struct a discourse based on the absence of discourse. No is a 
transparent obelisk, but our poets and novelists prefer geometric 
figures that are less disturbing; we have a number of extraordi­
nary works based on a yes, at times a dense, compact affirmation, 
and at other times fissured with negations and ruptures. 

If we turn from criticism as creation to criticism as intellectual 
sustenance, we encounter even greater poverty. The thinking 
of our time-ideas, theories, doubts, hypotheses-lies elsewhere, 
written in other languages. Except in rare moments bearing the 
names of Miguel de Unamuno and Ortega y Gasset, we are the 
parasites of Europe. If we turn, finally, to literary criticism per se, 
poverty becomes abject misery. The space that I have referred to, 
the space created by critical action, the place where works meet 
and confront each other, is a no man's land in our countries. The 
mission of criticism is not to invent works but to establish rela­
tions between them: to order them, to lay bare their relative posi­
tion within the whole on the basis of their biases and tendencies. 
In this sense, criticism has a creative function: it creates a litera­
ture ( a  perspective, an order ) out of individual works. This is 
precisely what our criticism has failed to do. And that is why 
there is no Hispano-American literature, even though there exists 
a whole body of important works. And that is also why there is no 
point in attempting to solve the much-discussed question of the 
essential nature of Hispano-American literature. What is to the 
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point is the need to ponder the situation of our literature: its 
frontiers, its form, its structure, its movements. To answer this 
question would be to relate individual works to each other, and 
show us that they are not isolated monoliths, not steles erected in 
a desert to commemorate a disaster, but a society: not a chorus 
but a dialogue of many contradictory voices. 

There is little point in condemning sins of omission. But dis­
cussing sins of commission is not pointless. For a number of 
years now our critics, those in particular who have immured 
themselves within the fortress of daily papers and periodicals, 
have had nothing but praise for "our great Latin-American 
literature." ( Twenty or so years ago, it was fashionable to 
decry the poverty of our literature. ) This recent, vociferous 
"critical" activity, which is almost indistinguishable from the 
more vacuous forms of publicity and consists largely of a string 
of name-dropping cliches, has now chosen as its warhorse the 
theme of "the success of our writers, especially novelists, in 
Europe and the U.S." The word "success" embarrasses me : 
it belongs not to the vocabulary of literature but rather to 
that of business and sports. Moreover, the vogue for translations 
is a universal phenomenon, not restricted to Latin American 
works. It is a consequence of the increasing importance of pub­
lishing as a business enterprise, an epiphenomenon of the pros­
perity of industrial societies. Literary agents are now scouring 
the five continents, from the slums of Calcutta to the patios of 
Montevideo and the bazaars of Damascus, in search of manu­
scripts of novels. Literature is one thing and publishing quite 
another. The attitude of these critics is very much like that of 
the Latin American bourgeois twenty years ago who refused to 
drink anything but imported whisky or champagne. It would 
appear that in order to receive any attention in Latin America, 
a work must first have the blessing of London, New York, or 
Paris. This situation might be amusing if it did not imply a 
dereliction of duty. The province of criticism is language, and 
giving up jurisdiction in that realm means giving up not only the 
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right to render an opinion but also the use of words. This is 
abject surrender: the critic gives up the right to judge what is 
written in his own language. 

I do not deny the need and even the necessity of criticism 
from abroad: I consider modem literatures to be a single litera­
ture. And how can we ignore the fact that often foreigners see 
what critics on the spot have failed to see? Caillois did not 
discover Borges, but he did something that those of us who 
admired him failed to do when he was a writer for a small 
audience: Caillois read him within a universal context. Instead of 
repeating what anonymous reviewers in Chicago or Milan say, 
our critics should read our authors as Caillois has read Borges : 
from the point of view of the modem tradition and as part of 
that tradition. Two complementary tasks : to show that Hispano­
American works are a single literature, a field of antagonistic 
relations; and to describe the relationships of this literature to 
other literatures. 

It is frequently said that the weakness of our criticism is due 
to the marginal, dependent status of our societies : it is regarded 
as one of the effects of "underdevelopment." This opinion is one 
of those half-truths that is more dangerous than an outright 
falsehood. This famous "underdevelopment" did not prevent 
Rod6 from writing a fine critical essay on Daria. Literature ad­
mittedly has close ties to the society that produces it: though it 
is not simply a reflection of social relations, neither is it an entity 
that has no connection with history. Literature is a social rela­
tion, but at the same time it is a relation that is irreducible to 
others. To my mind, our lack of a solid body of criticism is more 
readily explainable as a result of our lack of communication. 
Latin America has no center comparable to Paris, New York, or 
London. In the past, Madrid more or less fulfilled that function 
(rather less than more ) .  It was in Madrid that Dario, Reyes, 
Neruda, and a few others were first hailed as major writers. And 
yet we hypocritically refuse to forgive Spaniards for having 
ignored Huidobro and Vallejo ( as though we ourselves had been 
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models of generosity toward them: Vallejo died in exile and one 
of Huidobro's last books is entitled, significantly enough, El 
ciudadano del olvido [The Citizen of Oblivion] ) .  During the 
Spanish Civil War, Buenos Aires and Mexico City became the 
successors of Madrid. They had been literary capitals before the 
Civil War, but in the sense of being focuses of cosmopolitan and 
anti-Spanish rebellions such as modernism and avant-gardism. A 
literary center is a nervous system sensitive to any sort of stimu­
lus : neither Buenos Aires nor Mexico City has been very respon­
sive to the rest of Latin America. Argentinian Europeanism and 
Mexican nationalism are two different forms of the same infir­
mity: deafness. Things have admittedly changed somewhat in 
recent years. Other centers are coming into being: Havana, 
Caracas, Montevideo, Santiago, Lima. Periodicals and groups 
whose outlook is Latin American are appearing even in self­
centered Bogota and the Managua of Somoza the shark. De­
spite the fact that the media are almost always in the hands of 
dictators, government agencies, and large private corporations, 
communication is being established and gradually becoming a 
chaotic but vital reality. 

Though literature is not communication-and may in fact be 
its very opposite, the mise en question of communication-it 
nonetheless is one of its products: a contradictory product. 
Criticism shares this ambiguous attitude toward communication: 
its mission lies not so much in transmitting information as in 
filtering, transmuting, and classifying it. The tools of cl'iticism are 
selections and associations : it defines, it isolates, and then it 
relates. I will even go further: in our time criticism is the corner­
stone of literature. As literature comes to be a criticism of words 
and the world, a self-questioning, criticism comes to look upon 
literature as a world of words, as a verbal universe. Creation is 
criticism and criticism creation. Our literature lacks critical rigor 
and our cl'iticism lacks imagination. 
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Mask and Transparency 

Carlos Fuentes's first book was a thin volume of short stories : 
Los dias enmascarados [Masked Days] ( 1954) .  This title fore­
shadows the direction that his later work has taken. It refers to 
the last five days of the Aztec year, the nemontani: "five days 
masked/with maguey leaves" as the poet Tablada puts it. Five 
nameless days, empty days during which all activity was sus­
pended-a fragile bridge between the end of one year and the 
beginning of another. In Fuentes's mind, doubtless, the expres­
sion also is more or less of a mocking question: ''What is there 
behind these masks?" The vessel full of sacrificial blood in pre­
Hispanic times, the taste of dust as a firing squad executes a 
prisoner at dawn, the black hole of sex, the hairy spiders of fear, 
the laughter of the basement and the privy. Since this strange 
book, Fuentes has published five novels, a novella that is both 
macabre and perfect (as the genre demands: geometry as the 
antechamber of horror) ,  and another collection of short stories.• 
His first novel, La regi6n mas transparente ( Where the Air Is 
Clear) ,  would appear to be an answer to the short stories written 
in his youth: transparency versus the mask. The first modem 
vision of Mexico City as an urban complex, this book was a two­
fold revelation to Mexicans : it showed them the face of a city 
that was theirs but completely unknown to them, and it brought 
to their attention a young writer who would never cease to 
amaze them, disconcert them, and irritate them. The secret cen­
ter of the novel is an enigmatic character, Ixca Cienfuegos; 
though he plays no part in the events of the book, he somehow 
precipitates them, and thus serves as a sort of consciousness of 

• The novels are La regi6n md$ transparente ( 1958 ) ,  Las buenas con­
clencias ( 1959 ),  La muerte de Artemlo Cruz ( 196z ) ,  Zona sagrada ( 1967 ),  
and Cambia de piel ( 1967) .  The noveUa is Aura ( 196z),  and the book o£ 
short stories C antar de ciegos ( 1964 ) . 
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the city. He is the other half of Mexico City, the pre-Columbian 
past that is deeply buried yet still alive. He is also a mask of 
Carlos Fuentes, just as Mexico City is a mask of Ixca. Literature 
as a mask of the author and the world. Yet the opposite is also 
true: Ixca is a critical conscience. Literature as a critique of the 
world and of the author himself. The novel centers on this dual­
ity: mask and consciousness, creative language and criticism, 
Ixca and modem Mexico City, Fuentes and Ixca. 

The axis whose two poles are verbal invention and criticism 
of language is central to Fuentes's entire work, with the excep· 
tion of Las buenas conciencias, an infelicitous attempt to return 
to traditional realism. Each one of his novels strikes the reader 
as a hieroglyph: and, at the same time, the invisible action un· 
derlying them is a passionate, persistent attempt to decipher this 
hieroglyph. Each sign leads to another sign: Mexico City leads 
to Ixca, lxca to Artemio Cruz ( an  anti-Ixca, a man of action) 
and so on, from novel to novel and from character to character. 
Fuentes questions these signs and these signs question him: the 
author is yet another sign. Writing is a ceaseless interrogation, 
an interminable task, and one that the novelist is obliged to em­
bark upon again and again: in order to decipher a hieroglyph a 
writer's only recourse is signs (words ) that immediately form 
another hieroglyph. Criticism bares the falsehoods of words by 
means of other words which congeal and become new masks 
the moment they are uttered. At the most obvious level, the 
duality takes the form of moral or political criticism and a 
nostalgia for a heroic age. The description of the contemporary 
social structure of Mexico is a cruel ( and just ) criticism of the 
world that our revolution created, but the very violence of this 
criticism immediately evokes another reality: the apocalyptic 
years of armed struggle. Criticism becomes the creation of a 
myth, and this myth in turn is constantly undermined by criticism. 

The rise in society of the revolutionary and the moral degra­
dation that results have been a persistent theme in the modem 
novel, ever since Balzac. The Death of Artemio Cruz. is the story 
of a revolutionary who becomes corrupted. Cruz's fall gradually 
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takes on a mythical tone. Fuentes is not so much consciously 
concerned with providing yet another example of the revolu­
tionary origins of the conservative bourgeoisie as he is fascinated 
by the character he is attempting to portray, as he was in his 
earlier book by Ixca, the survivor of the pre-Hispanic el'a. If he 
can decipher the mystery of Cl'uz, he will be able to exorcise 
him. Cruz's death-throes are the deciphering of the mystery. The 
dying man relives his entire life: as a lover, as a guerrilla, as a 
political adventurer, as a businessman . . . .  Cruz as a young boy 
and Cruz as an adolescent spy upon his last moments, believing 
that his death will reveal what lies behind and beyond reality; 
as he breathes his last, the old man seeks in his past life the sign 
of what he really is, the pure moment that will allow him to 
gaze upon death face to face. These shifts in time do not occur 
one after the other, but simultaneously. Fuentes does away with 
before and after, a life-story as linear time: events do not follow 
one upon the other; all times and spaces coincide, conjoin in this 
Bnal moment in which Artemio Cruz ponders his life. Cruz dies 
an undeciphered enigma. Or rather: his death traces another 
hieroglyph, the sum of everything Cruz the man was, and its 
negation. The whole process must be begun all over again. 

The world is not presented as a reality to be described, but as 
a language to be decoded. Fuentes's motto might well be: Tell 
me how you speak and I will tell you who you are. Individuals, 
social classes, historical periods, cities, deserts are languages : all 
the languages that go to make up the Hispano-Mexican lan­
guage, and several other tongues as well. An enormous, joyous, 
painful, hallucinatory verbal material which may remind the 
reader of the Baroque style of Jose Lezama Lima's Paradiso-i£ 
the word Baroque is a proper description of two modern writers. 
But the vertigo we experience when we confront the construc­
tions of the great Cuban poet is that caused by perfect, frozen 
immobility; his verbal world is that of the stalactite; Fuentes's 
reality, by contrast, is all movement, a continual explosion. 
Lezama Lima's universe is an accumulation, a petrification, an 
immense verbal geology; Fuentes's is a continual uprooting, an 
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exodus of languages, tongues meeting and scattering to the four 
winds. The one solid earth, the other a great gale. Because of his 
cosmopolitanism, Fuentes may also appear to resemble Cortazar, 
paradoxically the writer furthest from and closest to his national 
roots: even when Cortazar writes in the dialect of Buenos Aires, 
there is an irony that separates the writer from the language he 
uses. The Hispano-American cosmopolitanism of Cortazar is the 
end product of a process of abstraction and puri£cation, a crys· 
tallization, whereas Fuentes's cosmopolitanism consists of a 
juxtaposition and a combination of different idioms within the 
Spanish language and outside of it. Because it is turned in upon 
itself, Cortazar's language is a process of reflection that obliges 
the reader to venture out onto a thinner and thinner and sharper 
and sharper edge until he is confronted by an empty space: a 
destruction of language, a leap in the direction of silence. In 
Fuentes, on the other hand, there is verbal eroticism, violence 
and pleasure, an encounter and an explosion. A chemical retort 
and a fireworks display. 

The body occupies a central place in Fuentes's universe. Cold, 
heat, thirst, the sexual urge, fatigue, the most immediate and 
direct sensations; and the most refined and complex sensations : 
combinations of desire and imagination, the derangements and 
the hallucinations of the senses, their errors and their divina­
tions. Erotic passion has a privileged place, and therefore imag­
ination, its implacable double, also is uniquely privileged. In 
two other important Hispano-American novelists, one belonging 
to his own generation and another belonging to the preceding 
generation, Gabriel Garda Marquez and Adolfo Bioy Casares, 
love is also a sovereign passion. In Garda Marquez's world, love 
is the primordial power that reigns as an obscure, impersonal, 
and all-powerful presence : the world of the first day of creation, 
or, more precisely, the primordial night. Bioy Casares's theme is 
not cosmic but metaphysical: the body is imaginary, and we 
bow to the tyranny of a phantom. Love is a privileged percep­
tion, the most complete and total perception not only of the 
unreality of the world but of our own unreality : not only do we 
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traverse a realm of shadows; we ourselves are shadows.• Unlike 
Garcia Marquez, Fuentes does not regard men and women as 
mere projections of desire: they are his accomplices and his 
enemies. Like Bioy Casares, he regards phantoms as no less 
real than physical bodies, except for the fact that these phan­
toms are incarnations : we can touch them, and they can touch 
us; they can rend our flesh. The body is a very real thing, and 
the revelation that it offers us, whether animal or divine, is in­
human: it tears us away from ourselves and projects us into 
another, more total, life or death. 

Bodies are visible hieroglyphs. Every body is an erotic meta­
phor and the meaning of all these metaphors is always the same: 
death. Love for Fuentes is a way of looking upon death, and 
through death he has a glimpse of that territory that was once 
called sacred or poetic, but lacks a name in our day. The mod­
em world has not yet invented words to designate the other side 
of reality. Fuentes's obsession with the wrinkled, toothless coun­
tenance of a tyrannical, mad, passionate old woman should not 
surprise us. She is the age-old vampire, the witch, the white 
serpent of Chinese tales : the lady of dark passions, the outcast. 
Eroticism is inseparable from horror, and Fuentes is a past mas­
ter of the horrible. In many passages in his novels and in almost 
every one of his short stories he delights in displaying a sort of 
fierce joy. If what he is pleased to put before us is not the sacred, 
it is something no less violent: profanation. A humor in which 
three heritages-the American, Spanish, and Mexican traditions 
-are conjoined, a humor that is not intellectual but physical, 
sexual, visceral. A humor that goes beyond irony, the absurd, 
and satire, whose parodic exaggeration borders on the sublime 
-a humor that can only be described as bloodthirsty. A humor 

• Despite ( or perhaps because of?) the fact that Bioy Casares has written 
two novels, La invencl6n de Morel ( The Invention of Morel) and El sueno 
de los heroes [The Dream of Heroes], which may be described, without 
exaggeration, as perfect novels, our critics have ignored them, or what is 
worse, have misinterpreted them by regarding them as two successful in­
stances of fantastic literature. 
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that is carnal, corporeal, and ritual, as incongruous as an Aztec 
sacrifice in Times Square. 

A number of European critics have said that the second half 
of our century will be marked by the emergence of Latin Ameri­
can literature as its first half and the end of the nineteenth were 
marked by the rise of American and Russian literature. I do not 
place much faith in this sort of prophecy; what is more, I be­
lieve that these three literatures are intelligible only within the 
context of European literature. Moreover, contemporary litera­
ture tends to be world-wide in scope. We may deplore it, but it 
is a fact that the old historical oppositions between nation and 
nation, or between various cultures, are evaporating little by 
little. The new antagonisms are different in nature and are mani­
fested withtn our societies : conflicts between industrial society 
and the Third World, the quarrel between generations and 
ethnic minorities within industrial society. Whether or not the 
prophecy concerning the future of literature in Latin America 
will come true does not worry me, but I am fascinated and 
excited by the works of a handful of Latin-American poets and 
novelists : they are not a promise but a presence. Among these 
works are those of Carlos Fuentes. He is now at the peak of his 
powers and has not yet said all he has to say. I am certain that 
the mask will become a transparent one, not rock crystal but 
water. 

Remedios Varo's Appearances 

and Disappearances• 

With the invisible violence of wind scattering clouds, but with 
greater delicacy, as if she painted with her eyes rather than with 
her hands, Remedios sweeps the canvas clean and heaps up 
clarities on its transparent surface. 

• Remedios Varo was a little-lmown Spanish Surrealist painter. The wife 
of the French poet Benjamin P�ret, she went to Mexico during World War II 
and remained there until her death in the early 1g6os. 
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In their struggle with reality, some painters violate it or cover it 
with signs, explode it or bury it, flay it. Remedios volatilizes it: 
it is not blood but light that flows through its body. 

She slowly paints lightning-quick apparitions. 

Appearances are the shadows of archetypes. Remedios does not 
invent: she remembers. Except that these appearances resemble 
nothing and no one. 

Sea voyages within a precious stone. 

A speculative painting, a mirror-image painting: not the world 
in reverse, but the reverse of the world. 

The art of levitation: the loss of gravity, the loss of seriousness. 
Remedios laughs, but her laughter echoes in another world. 

Space is not an expanse but a magnet attracting Appearances. 
A woman's hair-the strings of a harp-the sun's rays streaming 
down-the strings of a guitar. The world seen as music: listen to 
Remedios's lines. 

The secret theme of her work: harmony-lost equality. 

In Appearance she paints Disappearance. 

Roots, fronds, rays, locks of hair, flowing beards, spirals of sound: 
threads of death, of life, of time. The weft is woven and un­
woven: the unreality that we call life, the unreality that we call 
death-only the canvas is real. Remedios the anti-Moira. 

She does not paint time, but the moments when time is resting. 

In her world of stopped clocks, we hear the flow of substances, 
the circulation of shadow and light: time ripening. 

Forms seek their own form, form seeks its own dissolution. 
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Andr e Breton or the Quest 

of the Beginning 

4 7  

It is impossible to write about Andre Breton in any other lan­
guage than that of passion. To him the powers of the word 
were no different from the powers of passion, and passion, in its 
highest and most intense form, was nothing less than language 
in its wildest, purest state: poetry. Breton: the language of pas­
sion-the passion of language. Perhaps even more than an ex­
ploration of unknown psychic territories, his lifelong quest rep­
resented the regaining of a lost kingdom: the original Word, 
man before men and civilizations. Surrealism was his order of 
chivalry and his entire life was a Quest of the Holy Grail. The 
surprising evolution of the Spanish word querer reflects very 
well the nature of this quest; querer comes from the Latin quaer­
ere ( to search, to inquire) ,  but in Spanish the meaning soon 
changed, and the word came to mean to desire, to love. Querer: 
a passionate, amorous quest. A quest whose goal lies neither in 
the future nor in the past, but at that point of convergence that 
is simultaneously the beginning and the end of all time: the day 
before the beginning and after the end. 

Breton's indignation at the "infamous Christian idea of sin" is 
something more than a violent rejection of the traditional values 
of the West: it is an affirmation of the original innocence of man. 
This distinguishes him from almost all of his contemporaries and 
successors. For Georges Bataille, eroticism, death, and sin are 
interchangeable signs whose combinations repeat the same 
meaning again and again, with terrifying monotony: the noth­
ingness of man, his irremediable abjection. For Sartre, too, man 
is an accursed creature, ontologically or historically, the victim 
of a malediction that may be labeled either anguish or working 
for a daily wage. Both are rebel sons of Christianity. Breton be-
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longs to another tradition. His life and his work are proof that he 
was not so much the heir of Sade and Freud as of Rousseau and 
Meister Eckhart. He was not a philosopher but a great poet, and, 
even more important, a man of honor in the old sense of the 
word. His stubborn refusal to entertain the idea of sin was a 
point of honor: the notion struck him as being in effect a stain, a 
blot not on man's life but on man's dignity. Belief in sin was 
incompatible with his conception of man. This conviction, which 
made him a violent opponent of many modem philosophies and 
all religions, was itself basically religious : it was an act of faith. 
What is most amazing-or I should say most admirable-is that 
this faith never failed him. He denounced other people's weak­
nesses, their shortcomings, their betrayals, but he never believed 
that our guilt was congenital. He was a sectarian spirit, but one 
without the slightest trace of Manichaeism. For Breton, sinning 
and being born were not synonymous. 

Man, even man debased by the neocapitalism and pseudo­
socialism of our time, is a marvelous being because he sometimes 
speaks. Language is the mark, the sign, not of his fall but of his 
original innocence. Through the Word we may regain the lost 
kingdom and recover powers we possessed in the far-distant 
past. These powers are not ours. The man inspired, the man who 
really speaks, does not say anything personal: language speaks 
through his mouth. Dreaming favors the explosion of the Word 
because it is an affective state: its passivity permits desire to be 
active. Dreaming is by nature passionate. Here, too, Breton's 
opposition to Christianity had religious roots : in order to express 
itself, language destroys the conscious self. Poetry does not re­
deem the poet's personal self: it dissolves it in the vaster, more 
powerful reality of language. The practice of poetry demands 
the surrender, the renunciation of the ego. It is regrettable that 
Buddhism did not interest him: that tradition also destroys the 
illusion of the self, though its aim is not to foster language but to 
foster silence. ( I must add that this silence is one that for more 
than two thousand years has never ceased emitting meanings. ) I 
mention Buddhism because I believe that "automatic writing" is 
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something of a modem equivalent of Buddhist meditation; I do 
not think it is a method for writing poems, nor is it a rhetorical 
recipe: it is a psychic exercise, a convocation and an invocation 
meant to open the floodgates of the verbal stream. Poetic autom­
atism, as Breton himself often emphasized, is very close to ascet­
icism: a state of passivity must be reached, a very difficult task, 
for it requires the suspension of all criticism and self-criticism. 
It is a radical criticism of criticism, an interdiction of conscious­
ness. In its way, it is a vta purgativa, a method of negation aimed 
at calling forth the appearance of true reality: the primordial 
language. 

The basis of "automatic writing" is the belief that speaking 
and thinking are one and the same thing. Man does not speak 
because he thinks; he thinks because he speaks. Or rather, 
speaking is no different from thinking: to speak is to think. 
Breton justifies this idea on the following grounds: "Nous ne 
dtsposons spontanement pour nous exprimer que d'une seule 
structure verbale excluant de maniere la plus categorique toute 
autre structure apparemment chargee du �me sens."• One 
immediate objection to this trenchant formula that we might 
raise is the fact that both in everyday speech and in written 
prose we come across phrases that might be expressed in differ­
ent words or by the same words in a different order. Breton 
would rightly reply that not only the syntactical structure but 
also the idea itself would change from one version to another, 
even though the change might be imperceptible. Any change in 
the verbal structure results in a change of meaning. Strictly 
speaking, what we call synonyms are merely translations or 
equivalents within a language; and what we call translation is 
really only an approximation in another language or an inter­
pretation. Words such as nirvana, dharma, tao, or fen are really 
untranslatable; the same is true of physics. nature, democracy, 
revolution, and other Western terms that have no exact equiva-

0 "In spontaneous expression, we have at our disposal only one verbal 
structure, which categorically excludes any other structure supposedly 
possessing the same meaning." 
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lent in languages outside of our tradition. As the relation be­
tween the verbal structure and the meaning becomes more 
intimate--in mathematics and poetry, for instance, not to men­
tion nonverbal languages such as music and painting-transla­
tion becomes more and more difficult. At either extreme of lan­
guage--the exclamation and the equation-the two halves of 
the semantic sign become impossible to separate: the signifier 
and the signified are one and the same. Perhaps unwittingly, 
Breton thus opposes Saussure's view: language is not simply an 
arbitrary convention linking sound and meaning, as linguists are 
beginning to realize today. 

There is a strong magical element in Breton's view of lan­
guage. He not only made no distinction between magic and 
poetry; he also was convinced all his life that poetry was a force, 
a substance, an energy truly capable of changing reality. At the 
same time his ideas were so precise and penetrating that I 
would not hesitate to call them scientific. On one hand, he saw 
language as an autonomous current possessed of a power all its 
own, a sort of universal magnetism; on the other hand, he con­
ceived of this erotic substance as a system of signs governed by 
the twofold law of affinity and opposition, similarity and differ­
ence. This view is quite close to that held by modem linguists: 
words and their constituent elements are fields of energy, like 
atoms and their particles. The old notion of analogy is coming 
to the fore once again: nature is a language, and language in 
turn is a double of nature. To rediscover man's natural language 
is to return to nature, before the Fall and History: poetry is the 
proof of man's original innocence. The Social Contract becomes 
for Breton the verbal, poetic accord between man and nature, 
word and thought. Considered from this point of view, the oft­
repeated statement that Surrealism is not a school of poetry but 
a movement of liberation becomes more understandable. A way 
of rediscovering the language of innocence, a renewal of the 
primordial pact, poetry is the basic text, the foundation of the 
human order. Surrealism is revolutionary because it is a return to 
the beginning of all beginnings. 
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Breton's earliest poems bear the traces of a passionate reading 
of Mallarme. Not even in his moments of greatest violence and 
verbal freedom did he ever abandon this predilection for words 
that are at once precise and precious. Words with iridescent 
colors, a language of echoing reverberations. He was a "Manner­
ist" poet, in the proper sense of the word: within the European 
tradition, he belongs to the family of poets descended from 
G6ngora, Marino, Donne--poets I cannot be certain he read, 
poets whose poetic ethic I fear he would have disapproved of. 
Verbal splendor, and intellectual and emotional violence. A 
curious but not infrequent combination of prophecy and aesthet­
icism that makes his best poems both objects of beauty and 
spiritual testaments. That is perhaps the reason why he wor­
shiped Lautreamont, the poet who discovered the form in which 
to express psychic explosion. That may also be the reason for 
Breton's instinctive and openly avowed repugnance for the sim­
plistic, brutal destructiveness of Dada, even though he consid­
ered it a "revolutionary necessity" that was both inevitable and 
healthy. There were different reasons underlying his reservations 
concerning other poets. His admiration for Apollinaire is some­
what hesitant because to Breton poetry was the creation of reali­
ties through the Word, and not simply verbal invention. Novelty 
and surprise in art pleased him, but the term Invention was not 
to his liking; on the other hand, the word revelation shines in 
many of his texts. Speaking is the noblest activity of all: reveal­
ing what is hidden, bringing the buried word back to life, calling 
forth our double, that Other which is us but which we never 
allow to exist-our suppressed half. 

Revelation is resurrection, exposure, initiation. It is a word 
that calls for rites and ceremonies. Except as a means of provo­
cation, of insulting the public, or rousing it to rebellion, Breton 
detested open-air spectacles : fiestas should be held in catacombs. 
Each of the Surrealist expositions revolved around two opposite 
poles: exhibitionism and secrecy, consecration and profanation. 
Consecration and conspiracy are consanguineous terms: reve­
lation is also rebellion. The Other, our double, is a denial of the 
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illusory solidity and security of our consciousness, that pillar of 
smoke on which we build our arrogant philosophical and reli­
gious constructs. The Others, proletarians and colonial slaves, 
women and poets, primitive myths and revolutionary utopias, are 
equally violent threats to the beliefs and institutions of the West. 
Breton reaches his hand out to all of them, to Fourier and the 
Papuan of New Guinea alike. Rebellion and revelation, language 
and passion are manifestations of a single reality. The true name 
of this reality is also a double one: innocence and marvels. Man 
is the creator of marvels; he is a poet because he is an innocent 
being. Children, women, lovers, the inspired, and even the in­
sane are the incarnation of the marvelous. Everything they do is 
uncanny and they do not realize it. They know not what they 
do: they are not responsible, they are innocents. Magnets, light­
ning rods, high-tension wires: their words and their acts are 
senseless and yet they have a meaning. They are the scattered 
signs of a language in perpetual motion that opens out before 
our eyes a fan of contradictory meanings that in the end be­
comes a single, ultimate meaning. The universe speaks to us and 
to itself in and through them. 

I have mentioned a number of Breton's words : revelation and 
rebellion, innocence and marvels, passion and language. There 
is another one: magnetism. He was one of the centers of gravity 
of our time. He not only believed that we humans are governed 
by laws of attraction and repulsion; he himself was the personal 
incarnation of these forces. I confess that for a long time the 
thought that I would say or do something that might provoke 
his reprobation kept me awake nights. I believe that many of his 
friends felt much the same way. A few years ago, Buiiuel invited 
me to a private showing of one of his films. When it was over, he 
asked me: "Would Breton think it within the Surrealist tradi­
tion?" I mention Buiiuel not only because he is a great artist, but 
also because he is a man possessed of great moral integrity and 
freedom of spirit. These feelings have nothing to do with fear 
or respect for a superior ( although I believe that if there is such 
a thing as superior men, Breton was one of them ) .  I never con-
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sidered him a leader, much less a Pope, to repeat the ignoble 
epithet popularized by certain swine. Despite the fact that we 
were personal friends, my activities within the Surrealist group 
were quite tangential. Nonetheless, his affection and generosity 
always amazed me, from the beginning of our relationship till 
the very end of his life. I have never known why he was so kind 
to me. Was it perhaps because I was from Mexico, a country he 
loved all his life? Apart from these personal reasons, I must con­
fess that many times I write as though I were having a silent 
conversation with Breton: objections, answers, agreement, dis­
agreement, homage, all these things at once. I am experiencing 
that sensation at this very moment. 

In my adolescence, in a period of isolation and great elation, 
I happened to read a few pages which I found out later are 
Chapter V of L'Amour fou. In them he tells of climbing the 
volcanic peak of Teide, on Tenerife, in the Canary Islands. 
This text, which I read at almost the same time as The Marriage 
of Heaven and Hell, opened the doors of modem poetry to me. 
It was an "art of loving," not in the trivial manner of Ovid's Ars 
Amatorla, but an initiation to something that my later life 
and the East have given me further proof of: the analogy, or, 
rather, the identity between woman and nature. Is water femi­
nine, or is a woman a succession of waves, a river at night, a 
beach at dawn tattooed by the wind? If we are a metaphor of 
the universe, the human couple is the metaphor par excellence, 
the point of intersection of all forces and the seed of all forms. 
The couple is time recaptured, the return to the time before 
time. Against wind and tide, I have endeavored to be faithful to 
that revelation: the powers the word love has over me have re­
mained intact. Or as Breton says : "On n'en sera plt18 famafs 
quttte avec ces frondafsons de l'dge d'or.''• This stubborn belief 
in a paradisiac age, coupled with the vision of the primordial 
couple, can be seen in all his writings, from the first to the last. 
The woman is a bridge, a place where the natural world and the 

• "We will never again escape from these leafy fronds of the golden age." 
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human are reconciled. She is language made palpable, revelation 
incarnate: "La femme n'est plus qu'un caltce deborcuznt · de 
voyelles,''• 

Some years later I met Benjamin Peret, Leonora Carrington, 
Wolfgang Paalen, Remedios Varo, and other Surrealists who had 
sought refuge in Mexico during World War II. Then the war 
ended, and I saw Benjamin again in Paris. He took me to the 
Cafe de Ia Place Blanche. I saw Breton frequently over a long 
period of time. Although spending a great deal of time together 
sometimes interferes with the interchange of ideas and feelings, 
I was often aware of that sort of free-flowing current that really 
unites two people talking together, even if their views are not 
identical. Among all these conversations, I shall never forget one 
we had in the summer of 1964, just before I returned to India. I 
remember it not because it was the last one we ever had but 
because of the atmosphere surrounding it. This is not the proper 
place to tell about this meeting. ( I  have promised myself that 
someday I will write about it. ) To me, it was an encounter, in 
Breton's meaning of the word: predestination and election. That 
night, as the two of us strolled through Les Hailes together, 
the conversation turned to a subject that was worrying him: 
the future of the Surrealist movement. I remember what I 
told him, more or less: that to me Surrealism was the sacred 
malady of our world, like leprosy in the Middle Ages or the state 
of possession of the Spanish Illuminati in the sixteenth century; 
since it was a necessary negation in the West, it would remain 
alive as long as modem civilization remained alive, whatever 
political systems and ideologies might prevail in the future. My 
elation moved him, but he answered: "Negation is a function of 
affirmation and vice versa; I doubt very much whether the world 
that is now dawning can be defined in terms of affirmation or 
negation : we are entering a neutral zone, and the Surrealist 
rebellion will be obliged to exp1·ess itself in forms that are neither 
negation nor affirmation. We have gone beyond approval or 

• "Woman is nothing more than a flower-cup overflowing with vowels." 
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disapproval. . . ." I would venture the guess that this was the 
idea behind the group's last exposition: total separation. This 
was not the first time that Breton had urged the Surrealists to 
"go underground," but he seldom had done so that frankly and 
openly. Perhaps he thought that the movement would become 
fertile again only if it proved capable of turning itself into a 
clandestine force. A return to the catacombs? I don't know. I 
wonder whether what Mallarme called '1imited action" ( ''l'action 
restrelnte" )  still makes sense in a society such as ours, a society 
in which the old contradictions have disappeared-not because 
they have been resolved in a higher synthesis, but because all 
values have so deteriorated that they cancel each other out. Is 
publishing still a form of action, or has it dissolved into an 
anonymous flood of publicity? 

It is frequently said that the ambiguity of Surrealism stems 
from the fact that it is a movement of poets and painters who 
refuse to be judged on the basis of aesthetic criteria. Hasn't the 
same thing been true of all artistic schools in the past and all the 
works of the great poets and painters? "Art" is an invention of 
aesthetics, which in tum is an invention of philosophers. 
Nietzsche buried both and danced on their graves : what we call 
art is a game. The Surrealists' determination to abolish the bound­
aries separating art from life is nothing new; what is new are 
the terms Surrealists use to express themselves and the meaning 
of their activities. Neither "an artistic life" nor a "vital art": a re­
turn to the original source of language, to the moment when 
speaking is synonymous with creating. I have no idea what the 
future of the Surrealist group will be; I am certain, however, 
that the current that has flowed from German Romanticism and 
Blake to Surrealism will not disappear. It will live a life apart; it 
will be the other voice. 

Surrealism is no longer in the vanguard, according to the crit­
ics. Quite apart from the fact that I thoroughly dislike that 
military term, I do not believe that novelty, that being in the 
vanguard of history, is the essential characteristic of Surrealism. 
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Nor were the Dadaists as frantic worshipers of the new as the 
Futurists, for instance. Neither Dada nor Surrealism adored 
machines. Surrealism desecrated them : it built machines that 
produced nothing, "dust-raisers," melting watches. The machine 
as a method of criticism-of the cult of machines, of men who 
worship progress and their buffoonery. Is Duchamp the begin­
ning or the end of painting? Through his auvre, and even more 
importantly through his negation of "the work of art," Duchamp 
closes a period of Western art ( that of painting properly speak­
ing ) and opens another which is no longer "artistic": the dis­
solving of art in life, of language in the circle of word games, of 
reason in its philosophical antidote, laughter. Duchamp under­
mines modernity with the same wave of the hand with which he 
dismisses tradition. In Breton's case, there is also his vision of 
time as an invisible, innocent present hidden beneath the B.ow of 
hours and days. The future fascinated him because it seemed to 
him to be the realm of the unexpected; not what will be accord­
ing to the calculations of reason, but what might be according 
to the imagination. The destruction of today's world would per­
mit the appearance of real time, not historical time but natural 
time, governed not by progress but by desire. This was what a 
Communist-libertarian society meant to him. In his eyes there 
was no essential contradiction between myths and utopias, po­
etry and revolutionary programs. He read Fourier as we might 
read the Vedas or the Popul Vuh, and he regarded Eskimo 
poems as revolutionary prophecies. The dawn of history and the 
most remote future were naturally conjoined in his mind. His 
materialism was not a vulgar "scientism" and his irrationalism 
was not a hatred of reason. 

The determination to embrace every sort of opposite--Sade 
and Rousseau, Novalis and Roussel, Juliette and Heloise, Marx 
and Chateaubriand-is constantly in evidence, in his writings 
and in his acts. This attitude is at the furthest possible remove 
from the complacent tolerance of the skeptic. He detested eclec­
ticism in the realm of thought and promiscuity in the realm of 
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eroticism. His best pages, both in his prose works and in his 
poetry, are those inspired by the idea of free choice and its 
correlative, fidelity to what one has freely chosen, whether in 
art or in politics, in friendships or in love. This idea was the axis 
of his life and of his conception of love: a passion whose many 
facets have been polished by freedom. Our age has delivered 
love from the prison bars of the past century only to convert it into 
a pastime, one more consumer item in a society of busy con­
sumers. Breton's vision is the exact opposite of almost every­
thing that in our day passes for love and even for eroticism ( an­
other word in wide circulation, like a coin of very little value ) .  
I have the greatest difficulty understanding his boundless admi­
ration for Sade's works. I can see why Sade's spirit of absolute 
negation moved him and excited him, but how can this total 
negation be reconciled with a belief in love as the radiant center 
of the golden age? 

Sade denounces love: it is a hypocritical lie, or, worse still, an 
illusion. His system is hallucinatory, not incoherent: his negation 
is no less total than Saint Augustine's affirmation. Augustine and 
Sade are equally violent opponents of any sort of Manichaeism; 
for the Christian theologian, Evil has no ontological reality; for 
the atheist philosopher, what lacks reality is what we call Good: 
his version of The Social Contract is the statutes of the Society 
of the Friends of Crime. Bataille has endeavored to transform 
Sade's monologue into a dialogue, bringing absolute eroticism 
face to face with a no less absolute adversary: Christian divinity. 
The result is silence and laughter: "atheology." The unthink­
able and the unnamable. Breton reintroduces love into eroticism, 
or, more exactly, consecrates eroticism through love. We find 
again, underlying his opposition to any and every religion, a 
passionate wish to consecrate. And even a passionate wish to 
reconcile. Commenting on a passage in the New Justine-the 
episode in which one of the characters mingles his sperm with 
t.'te lava of Etna-Breton observes that the act is one of loving 
homage to nature, "une fayon, des plus folles, des plus indis-



s s  O C T A V I O  P A Z  

cutables de l'aimer:·• Breton's admiration for Sade was almost 
boundless, and all his life he believed that "tant qu'on ne sera 
pas quitte avec l'idee de la transcendance d'un bien quelconque 
. . . la representation exaltee du 17Ull inne gardera la plus grande 
valeur revolutionnaire.''t But with this one reservation, in the 
dialogue between Sade and Rousseau, Breton is irresistibly in­
clined to side with the latter: with Rousseau the friend of 
primitive man, the lover of nature, as with Fourier the utopian. 
Love is not an illusion: it is the intermediary between man and 
nature, the place where terrestrial and spiritual magnetism inter­
sect. 

Each one of the facets of Breton's works reflects all the others. 
It is not the passive reflection of the mirror, however: it is not a 
repetition but a reply. A play of contrary beams of light, a dia­
logue of glimmers. Magnetism, revelation, a thirst for innocence, 
and also disdain. Is there hauteur here? Yes, in the etymologi­
cal sense of the word: Breton is a winged creature whose king­
dom is the upper air, a bird whose realm is lofty heights. All the 
words of this family apply to him. He was a soaring spirit, a man 
exalted; his poetry uplifts us. Above all, he maintained that the 
body of the woman and the man are our only altars. And as for 
death? Every man is born several times and dies several times. 
This is not the first time that Breton has died. He knew, better 
than anyone, that we die more than once: each one of his central 
books is the story of a resurrection. I know that this time it is 
different, that we will never see him again. His latest death is 
not an illusion. Nonetheless, Breton lived certain instants, saw 
with his own eyes certain evidences that are the negation of 
time and what we call an everyday outlook on life. I call such 
moments poetic instants, even though they are experiences com­
mon to all men : the only difference is that the poet remembers 
them and endeavors to reincarnate them in words, sounds, colors. 

0 "One of the most insane, one of the most unquestionable ways of loving ft." 
f "So long as we have not freed ourselves of the idea of the transcendence 
of some sort of good . . . the impassioned representation of innate evil will 
continue to have the greatest revolutionary value." 
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The man who has lived these instants and is capable of ponder­
ing their meaning knows that the self cannot be redeemed be­
cause it does not exist. He also knows that, as Breton repeatedly 
insisted, the boundaries between waking and dreaming, life and 
death, time and a timeless present are fluid and vague. We do 
not know what it is really like to die, except that it is the end of 
the individual self-the end of the prison. Breton broke out of 
this prison many times; he expanded time or denied it, and for 
a measureless instant coincided with the other time. This experi­
ence, the central core of his life and his thought, is invulnerable 
and untouchable: it is beyond time, beyond death-beyond us. 
Knowing that this is so reconciles me to his latest death and to 
all dying. 

The Verbal Pact and 

Correspondence 

The affinities between Rousseau and Andre Breton are both 
numerous and obvious. What is more, they are not only intel­
lectual but also ( and much more importantly) temperamental. 
Breton was aware of them, but to my knowledge critics have as 
yet written almost nothing about them. An excellent essay by 
the poet Emesto Mejia Sanchez, • which I read shortly after 
writing the above pages in memory of Breton, has made the 
relationship between Rousseau and the fowtder of Surrealism 
even clearer. In this solid and scholarly work, Mejia Sanchez 
analyzes a little-known text of Rousseau's, the Essal sur l'o­
ngine des langues ( On the Origin of Languages) ,  which may 
quite legitimately be regarded as a sort of anticipation of the Sur­
realist conception of language. I confess that I was not familiar 
with this work and have no idea whether Breton ever read it. I 

• "El pensamiento literario de Rousseau," in the volume Presencia de 
Rousseau ( 1962 ). 
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am inclined to believe he did not lmow it; if he had, he would 
have mentioned it in one or another of his writings. But whether 
due to sheer coincidence or a demonstrable influence, the simi­
larity is immediately obvious. Breton, for example, believed that 
society is based on language, rather than vice versa; Mejia 
Sanchez points out that for Rousseau "there is a linguistic pact 
that antedates the social pact." I shall cite other striking similari­
ties : the idea of language as a nonutilitarian mechanism aimed 
at satisfying our emotional needs ( "On pr�end que les hommes 
inventerent la parole pour exprimer leurs besoins; cette opinion 
me para it insoutenable . . . [ elle vient] des besoins moraux, des 
passions") ;  • metaphor as the primordial form of speech ( "le 
premier lang age dut �tre figure" ) ; t and the connection be­
tween verbal image and passion ( "l'image illusoire offerte par la 
passion se montrant la premiere, le langage qui lui repondait fut 
aussi le premier invente; il devint ensuite m�aphorique . . . . "). tt 
Passion, primordial language, metaphor: Breton's ideas and pre­
occupations were already implicit in the Essai sur l'origine des 
langues. 

Despite these similarities, of all the writers of the eighteenth 
century it was not Rousseau but Sade whom Breton admired first 
and respected most. But did he love him, did he feel that he 
belonged to the same spiritual family as Sade? I doubt it. I have 
already said that what fascinated Breton was Sade's thorough­
going negation. A free spirit such as Andre Breton could not 
help but be moved by the persecution Sade suffered and the 
moral integrity with which he confronted his many tribula­
tions, never once abjuring his ideas. Sade is an example of moral 
rectitude; Rousseau is not. Although Breton too was an incor­
ruptible man of absolute integrity, his passions were not those of 

• "It is commonly said that men invented speech to express their needs; this 
opinion seems to me to be untenable . . .  [language stems from) moral needs, 
from the passions." 
t ", . .  language in the beginning was no doubt figurative." 
t t " . . .  the illusory image offered by passion appearing first, the language 
that was its expression was also the first to be invented; it then became 
metaphorical." 
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Sade but those of Rousseau, and the same holds true of his 
ideas. Both are centered upon a reality that Sade blindly and 
stubbornly refused to recognize: the human heart. 

According to Rousseau, speech is born "of a mutual pact be­
tween men." But as Mejia Sanchez comments : "This unanimous 
and enduring pact is implicit in language itself, however. 
Speech does not exist in and for itself; it is speech with others. 
Rousseau failed to see, however, that a contradiction is involved 
here . . . .  " There is indeed a contradiction: language cannot ante­
date society because it implies the existence of social intercourse 
-it is with and for others by its very nature. 

At the same time, it is not human society that creates lan­
guage, but language that creates human society. Language lies 
outside of society because it is its foundation; but it also lies 
within society because that is the only place where it exists and 
the only place where it develops. Language lies on the border­
line between nature and culture: it does not appear in the for­
mer and is the condition of the latter. How and when did men 
begin to speak? And above all, why did they speak? Whatever 
the cause or causes that led man to utter the first onomatopoeic 
syllables, the real mystery lies in the fact that of all living crea­
tures man is the only one possessed of the faculty of speech. 
Since I do not believe that the riddle of the origin of language 
can be solved by historical methods, we are forced to rely on 
theology and philosophy or their modern successors, biology and 
anthropology. Among the hypotheses that have been advanced, 
two seem quite attractive to me. One of them is Rousseau's : the 
origin of speech is to be explained by the intervention of a non­
human, divine power. The other is Levi-Strauss's, even though 
he has never formulated it: o language is the result of the inter­
vention of a nonhuman, natural power. By "nonhuman," I mean 
that language is not a product of society but rather its condi­
tion or foundation; by "natural" I mean that the structure of 
human brain cells, which may be taken to be the ultimate source 

• I have deduced it from the ideas expressed in his writings. 
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of the language faculty, can be described in tenns of chemistry, 
and these in tum can be explained by physics. Animal language 
cannot explain human language: both are part of the system of 
relations constituting nature, but they are different answers to 
different problems of communication. 

These two hypotheses are not as contradictory as they may 
initially appear to be. In both, there enters into play an element 
that is foreign to man and irreducible to human society: God or 
nature. This element is an agent that transcends the dichotomy 
between culture and nature and does away with the distinction 
between matter and thought. This latter fact is surprising. 
Thought, which science has expelled from its place at the top of 
the spiral of evolution, reappears at the bottom of it: the physi­
cal structure of atoms and their particles is a mathematical struc­
ture, a relation. What is equally extraordinary is that this struc­
ture can be reduced to a system of signs-and is therefore a 
language. The power of speech is a particular manifestation of 
natural communication; human language is one more dialect in 
the linguistic system of the universe. We might add: the cosmos 
is a language of languages. The new materialism is to nineteenth­
century materialism what Marx and Darwin were to eighteenth­
century materialism. Our materialism is not dialectical or biologi­
cal but mathematical, linguistic, mental. Strictly speaking, it is 
neither idealism nor materialism. It !s not idealism because it 
reduces the Idea to a combination of physicochemical stimuli 
and responses; it is not materialism because it regards matter as 
a system of communication : the phenomenon is a message or a 
relation between factors that continue to be called material only 
because of our lazy verbal habits. The basic structure of these 
factors is no different from that of mathematical and verbal sym­
bols: it is a system of relations. Before our era a Providence or a 
Logos reigned, a matter or a history perpetually tending toward 
more perfect forms; now an unconscious thought, a mental mech­
anism guides us and thinks us. A mathematical structure deter­
mines us-signifies us. 
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The idea that language does not stem from physical necessity 
may seem strange, but it is not absurd. If we think about it, 
Rousseau was right. Whether it comes from God or from nature, 
language is not intended to satisfy biological needs, since ani­
mals survive as individuals and as species without articulate 
language. There is a gap between animal language and human 
language because the latter is intended to satisfy nonanimal 
necessities, the passions, and entities no less powerful and no less 
illusory than the passions : the tribe, the family, labor, the State, 
religion, myth, the awareness of death, rites, etc. These necessi­
ties are artificial ones since they are not found among animals, 
but the artifice that satisfies them is natural: a system of signs 
found in nature, from the stars to atomic particles. Rousseau's 
great merit was to have seen that the boundary lines between 
culture and nature are very tenuous. This is an idea that is equally 
repugnant to the Christian and the Marxist: both believe that 
man is historical, unique, singular. Returning to Rousseau is 
salutary: he is like one of those fountains we find at a crossroads 
at the entrance to a town. On drinking from it, we find the water 
delightfully cool and refreshing, and before losing ourselves in 
the dusty little streets of the town we turn around one last time 
to listen to the wind in the trees. The wind may be saying the 
same thing as the water falling on the stone. For an instant we 
glimpse the meaning of the word reconciliation. 

Mejia sanchez comments that Rousseau, "as though foresee­
ing the epidemic of correspondences, points out the false anal­
ogy between colors and sounds." Here I do not agree. If colors 
and sounds are languages ( and they are ) ,  it is clear that there is 
a correspondence between them. It is not an explicit correspond­
ence because each language is in a different key: what colors 
say, for instance, must be transposed into the language of sounds 
or words. But we transpose the olfactory "key" into the verbal 
key and the verbal key into the auditory or tactile every day. 
This is what Levi-Strauss has done in a most admirable way in 
Le cru et le cuit ( The Raw and the Cooked) : he has deciphered 
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the mythological code of the Brazilian Indians and translated it 
into the terms of contemporary logic and science. We live our 
lives immersed in a language that is not only verbal but also 
musical and visual, tactile and olfactory, sensory and mental. 
There are those who will maintain that these correspondences 
are illusory or subjective: the relation between the sign and what 
it signifies is arbitrary, the product of a convention. That is true 
-but only up to a certain point: this is a problem that has not 
been satisfactorily dealt with as yet. The objection carries little 
weight for another reason: if we accept Saussure's view that the 
connection between signifier and signified is an arbitrary one, 
we must also concede that, once the signs are constituted, we 
live in a universe of symbols governed by the correspondences 
between them. We enter the world of symbols the day we are 
born; once we are given a name, we are a symbol among other 
symbols, a word related to other words. 

What in the past appeared to be fuzzy philosophizing by 
poets is today a scientifically recognized fact. A linguistic area is 
a system of symbols that vary from one subarea to another 
and even within the same language ( Hispano-American linguis­
tic symbolism, for example, is not the same throughout the· con­
tinent) .  Each linguistic area in tum is related to all the others, 
and therefore there is a correspondence between the various 
symbolic systems that go to make up the whole of human socie­
ties. These systems are what we call civilizations, and all these 
systems, taken together, in turn form another universe of sym­
bols. The verbal pact is both something more and something less 
than a historical fact: it is the symbol of symbols. It refers to the 
totality of facts, and each and every fact fulfills it, embodies it. 
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Recapitulations 

The poem is unexplainable, not unintelligible. 

A poem is rhythmic languag&-not language with a rhytlun 
(song) or mere verbal rhythm ( a  property common to all lan­
guage, including prose) .  

Rhythm is a relation of difference and similarity: this sound is 
not that one, this sound is like that one. 

Rhythm is the original metaphor and encompasses all the others. 
It says : succession is repetition, time is non time. 

Whether lyric, epic, or dramatic, the poem is succession and 
repetition, a date on the calendar and a rite. The "happening" 
is also a poem ( theater) and a rite ( fiesta), but it lacks one 
essential emenent: rhythm, the reincarnation of the instant. We 
repeat G6ngora's hendecasyllables and the final monosyllables 
of Huidobro's Altazor again and again; Swann listens to the 
Vinteuil sonata, Agamemnon sacrifices Iphigenia, Segismundo 
discovers he is dreaming with his eyes open, again and again. 
But the "happening" occurs only once. 

The instant dissolves in the succession of other nameless instants. 
In order to save lt we must convert tt into a rhythm. The "hap­
pening" opens up another possibility: the instant that is never 
repeated. By definition, this instant is the final one: the "hap­
pening" is an allegory of death. 

The Roman circus is a "happening'' avant la lettre-and its 
negation. If the participants in a "happening" were really faithful 
to their principles, all would die. Moreover, the true representa­
tion of the final instant would require the extermination of the 
human race. The one unrepeatable event: the end of the world. 
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Somewhere between the Roman circus and the "happening": the 
bull£ight. Risk, but also style. 

A poem consisting of a single syllable is no less complex than the 
Divine Comedy or Paradise Lost. The Satasahasrika sutra sets 
forth the basic teachings in a hundred thousand strophes; the 
Eksaksari in one syllable: a. All language, all meaning, and at 
the same time the ultimate absence of meaning of language and 
the world, is condensed in the sound of this one vowel. 

Understanding a poem means, first of all, hearing it. 

Words enter through our ears, appear before our eyes, disappear 
in contemplation. Every reading of a poem tends to call forth 
silence. 

To read a poem is to hear it with our eyes; to hear it is to see it 
with our ears. 

In the United States, it has become the fashion for poets to read 
their poems in public. This is a dubious practice, because the 
ability to really listen to poetry is a lost art; what is more, mod­
em poets are writers and therefore "poor actors of their own 
emotions." But poetry of the future will be oral. A collaboration 
between speaking machines, and an audience of poets, it will be 
the art of listening to messages and combining them. Isn't that 
what we do today every time we rearl a book of poems? 

'When we read a poem or listen to one, we do not smell, taste, or 
touch the words. All these sensations are mental images. 

In order to experience a poem, we must understand it; in order 
to understand it we must hear it, see it, contemplate it-con­
vert it into an echo, a shadow, nothingness. Comprehension is a 
spiritual exercise. 

Duchamp said: since a three-dimensional object casts a two­
dimensional shadow, we should be able to imagine the unknown 
four-dimensional object whose shadow we are. I for my part am 
fascinated by the search for a one-dimensional object that casts 
no shadow at all. 
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Each reader is another poet; each poem another poem. 

Though it perpetually changes, poetry does not advance. 

In ordinary discourse one phrase lays the groundwork for the 
next; it is a chain with a beginning and an end. In a poem the 
flrst phrase contains the last one and the last one evokes the flrst. 
Poetry is our only recourse against rectilinear time-against 
progress. 

The writer's morality does not lie in the subjects he deals with or 
the arguments he sets forth, but in his behavior toward language. 

In poetry, technique is another name for morality: it is not a 
manipulation of words but a passion and an asceticism. 

The false poet speaks of himself, almost invariably in the name 
of others. The true poet speaks with others when he talks to 
himself. 

The difference between a "closed" work and an "open" work is 
not an absolute one. To be complete, the hermetic poem requires 
the intervention of a reader to decipher it. The open poem, in 
tum, implies at least a minimal structure: a starting point, or as 
the Buddhists put it, a "prop" for meditation. In the first case, 
the reader opens the poem; in the second, he completes it, he 
closes it. 

The blank page or the page covered with nothing but punctua­
tion marks is like a cage without a bird inside. The real open 
work is the one that closes the door: the reader, on opening it, 
lets the bird, the poem, out. 

Opening the poem in search of this and discovering t7Jat-al­
ways something different from what we expected. 

Whether open or closed, the poem demands the demise of the 
poet who writes it and the birth of the poet who reads it. 

Poetry is a perpetual struggle against meaning. Two extremes : 
the poem encompasses all meanings, it is the meaning of all 
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meanings; or the poem denies language any sort of meaning. In 
the modern era, Mallarme represents the attempt to write the 
first sort of poem; Dada the second. A language beyond lan­
guage or the destruction of language by means of language. 

Dada failed because it believed that the defeat of language 
would be the triumph of the poet. Surrealism proclaimed the 
supreme rule of language over the poet. It is up to young poets 
to abolish the distinction between creator and reader: to dis­
cover the meeting point between speaker and listener. This 
point is the heart of language. 

Completing the work of Nietzsche, taking negation as far as it 
will go. At the end of the road, play awaits us : fiesta, the con­
summation of the work, its momentary incarnation and its dis­
solution. 

Taking negation as far as it will go. Contemplation awaits us 
there: the disincamation of language, transparency. 

What Buddhism offers us is the end of relations, the abolition of 
dialectics-a silence that is not the dissolution but the resolution 
of language. 

The poem must provoke the reader: force him to hear-to hear 
himself. 

To hear oneself or to hie oneself: of.rse o trse. To what place? 

Poetic activity is born of desperation in the face of the impo­
tence of the word and ends in the recognition of the omnipo­
tence of silence. 

No one is a poet unless he has felt the temptation to destroy 
language or create another one, unless he has experienced the 
fascination of nonmeaning and the no less terrifying fascination 
of meaning that is inexpressible. 

Between the cry and silence, between the meaning that is all 
meanings and the absence of meaning, the poem arises. What 
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does this thin stream of words say? It says that it says nothing 
not already said by silence and shouting. And once this is said, 
the tumult and the silence cease. A precarious victory, ever 
threatened by words that say nothing, by the silence that says : 
nothing. 

To believe in the immortality of a poem would be to believe in 
the immortality of language. We must bow to the evidence: lan­
guages are born and die; any meaning will one day cease to 
have meaning. And isn't this ceasing to have meaning the mean­
ing of meaning? We must bow to the evidence . . .  , 

Triumph of the Word: the poem is like those female nudes of 
German painting that symbolize the victory of death. Glorious 
living monuments of the corruption of the flesh. 

Poetry and mathematics are the two extreme poles of language. 
Beyond them there is nothing-the realm of the inexpressible; 
between them the immense but finite realm of speech. 

Enamored of silence, the poet's only recourse is to speak. 

The Word has its roots in a silence previous to speech-a pre­
sentiment of language. Silence, after the Word, is based on a 
language-it is an encoded silence. The poem is the trajectory 
between these two silences-between the wish to speak and the 
silence that fuses the wishing and the speaking. 

Beyond surprise and repetition: ------------





-------------~-------------
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Knowledge, Drugs, Inspiration 

There is more than one similiarity between modern poetry and 
science. Both are experiments, in the sense of "testing in a labo­
ratory": an attempt is made to produce a certain phenomenon 
through the separation or combination of certain elements which 
the experimenter has either subjected to the pressure of some 
outward force or left to develop according to the laws of their 
own nature. This operation takes place in a closed space, in the 
most complete isolation possible. The poet deals with words as 
the scientist deals with cells, atoms, and other material particles: 
he extracts them from their natural medium, everyday language, 
isolates them in a sort of vacuum chamber, combines them or 
separates them; he observes and uses the properties of lan­
guage as the scientific researcher observes and uses the proper­
ties of matter. The analogy might be carried further, but it is 
pointless to do so because the similarity lies not so much in the 
outward resemblances between verbal manipulations and labo­
ratory testing as in the attitude toward the object. 

As he writes, as he tests his ideas and his words, the poet does 
not know precisely what is going to happen. His attitude toward 
the poem is empirical. Unlike the religious believer, he is not 

7 3  
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attempting to confirm a revealed truth; unlike the mystic, he is 
not endeavoring to become one with a transcendent reality; un­
like the ideologue, he is not trying to demonstrate a theory. The 
poet does not postulate or affirm anything a priori; he knows 
that what counts is not ideas but results, not intentions but 
works. Isn't this the same attitude as that of the scientist? Poetry 
and science do not imply a total rejection of prior conceptions 
and intuitions. But theories ("working hypotheses") are not what 
justify experiments; rather, the converse is true. Sometimes the 
"testing" produces results that are different from or entirely con­
trary to our expectations. The poet and the scientist do not find 
this difficult to accept; both are resigned to the fact that reality 
often acts quite independently of our philosophy. Poets and sci­
entists are not doctrinaires; they do not offer us a priori systems 
but proven facts, results rather than hypotheses, works rather 
than ideas. The truths they seek are different but they employ 
similar methods to ascertain them. The rigorous procedures they 
follow are accompanied by the strictest objectivity, that is to say, 
a respect for the autonomy of the phenomenon being investi­
gated. A poem and a scientific truth are something more than a 
theory or a belief: they have withstood the acid of proof and the 
fire of criticism. Poems and scientific truths are something quite 
different from the ideas of poets and scientists. Artistic styles 
and the philosophy of science are transient things; works of art 
and the real truths of science are not. 

Yet the similarities between science and poetry must not blind 
us to a crucial difference between them, one having to do with 
the subject of the experiment. The scientist is an observer, and 
plays no part, at least voluntarily, in the experiment. I say "vol­
untarily" because at times the observer inevitably becomes part 
of the phenomenon being observed. In the case of modern po­
etry, the subject of the experiment is the poet himself: he is both 
the observer and the phenomenon observed. His body and his 
psyche, his entire being, are the "field" in which all sorts of 
transformations take place. Modem poetry is an experimental 
process whereby the lmowing subject is the object of Imowledge. 
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To see with our ears, to feel with our minds, to combine our 
powers and use them to the limit, to know a little more about 
ourselves and discover within us unknown realities : is that not 
the aim assigned poetry by spirits as different as Coleridge, 
Baudelaire, and Apollinaire? I mention only a few names be­
cause I believe that there is little doubt in anyone's mind that 
this is one of the cardinal directions that has consistently been 
taken by poets and poetry from the beginning of the nineteenth 
century to our own time. And I might even add that the real 
modernity of poetry lies in its having won its autonomy. Poetry 
has ceased to be the handmaiden of religion or philosophy; like 
science, it explores the universe on its own. And in this respect 
also there is a great similarity between certain poets and the sci­
entists: they too have not hesitated to engage in dangerous ex­
periments, at the risk of their lives or their spiritual wholeness, 
in order to explore forbidden zones. Poetry is a form of knowl­
edge, of experimental knowledge. 

Modem poetry claims to be a vision, that is to say, a lmowl­
edge of hidden, invisible realities. It is true that the poets of all 
times and all places have said as much. But Homer, Virgil, or 
Dante insist that their poetry has to do with a revelation that 
comes from outside themselves : a god or a demon speaks 
through their mouths. Even G6ngora pretends to believe in this 
supernatural power: "Cuantas me dict6 versas dulce Musa."• 
The modem poet declares that he is speaking in his own name: 
he extracts his visions from within himself. The disturbing dis­
appearance of divine powers has coincided with the appearance 
of drugs as the bestowers of the gift of poetic vision. The familiar 
demon, the muse, or the divine spirit have been supplanted by 
laudanum, opium, hashish, and, more recently, Mexican drugs: 
peyote (mescaline) and hallucinogenic mushrooms. Many drugs 
were !mown and used in the ancient world to further contempla­
tion, revelation, ecstasy. The original name of the Mexican 

• "How many verses the sweet Muse dictated to me." 
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sacred mushroom was teonondncatl, which means "the B.esh of 
of God, the divine mushroom." American Indians and many 
African and Eastern peoples still use drugs for religious pur­
poses. I myself had the opportunity to try a variety of hashish 
called bhang during a religious festival in India; all those pres­
ent, even the children, ate or drank it. But the difference is 
that for believers these practices constitute a rite; for a number 
of modem poets, they are an experiment. 

Baudelaire is one of the first to have pondered "in a philo­
sophic spirit," as he put it, the spiritual phenomena engendered 
by the use of drugs. It is quite true that many of his observa­
tions are borrowed from Thomas De Quincey and that Coleridge 
before him had confessed that the composition of one of his 
most celebrated poems stemmed from a vision produced by 
laudanum, during which "all the images rose up as things, with a 
parallel production of the correspondent expressions, without 
any sensation or consciousness of effort." But neither De Quincey 
nor Coleridge endeavored to extract an aesthetic and a philos­
ophy from his experience. Baudelaire, on the other hand, stated 
that certain drugs intensify our sensations to such a degree and 
combine them in such a way that that they enable us to see life 
whole. Drugs provoke the vision of the universal correspondence 
of all things, arouse the powers of analogy, set objects in motion, 
make the world a vast poem shaped by rhymes and rhythms. 
Drugs snatch us out of everyday reality, blur our perception, 
alter our sensations, and, in a word, put the entire universe in a 
state of suspension. This break with the outside world is only a 
preliminary phase; with the same implacable gentleness, drugs 
take us to the very heart of another reality: the world has not 
changed, but it is now seen to be governed by a secret harmony. 
Baudelaire's vision is a poet's vision. Hashish did not reveal to 
him the philosophy of universal correspondence or that of lan­
guage as a living organism and a sort of archetype of reality: 
drugs served him as a way of reaching deeper levels within 
himself. Like other really crucial experiences, drugs tum every­
day reality topsy-turvy and force us to contemplate our inner 
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selves. They do not open the doors of another world nor do they 
free our fantasy: rather, they open the doors of our world and 
bring us face to face with our phantoms. 

The temptation of drugs, Baudelaire said, is a sign of our love 
for the infinite. Drugs take us back to the center of the universe, 
the point of intersection of all the world's paths, and the place 
where all contradictions are reconciled. Man returns, so to speak, 
to his original state of innocence. Time stands still, though para­
doxically it continues to flow, like a fountain whose waters con­
tinually circulate, so that ascent and fall become fused in a sin­
gle movement. Space becomes a system of flashing signals, and 
the four cardinal points of the compass submit to our rule. All 
this is achieved by means of a chemical communion. A pharma­
ceutical compound, the poet pointed out, can open the gates of 
paradise to us. This idea shocks or irritates many people. It 
seems dangerous and antisocial: the use of drugs diverts man 
from his productive activities, it weakens his will, and makes 
him a parasite. Could we not say the same thing of mysticism 
and of all meditation in general? The condemnation of drugs on 
the grounds of their uselessness might be extended ( and is in 
fact being extended) to mysticism, love, and art. All these ac­
tivities are antisocial; since it is impossible to do away with them 
altogether, society continually attempts to limit them. Religious 
believers-and those who are upholders of conventional moral­
ity-are repelled by the idea of drugs as the key to divine vision, 
or at least to a certain spiritual peace. Those who react in this 
way may have failed to realize that drugs are not a substitute for 
the old supernatural powers. The disappearance of the idea of 
God in the modem world is not due to the appearance of drugs 
(for drugs have after all been known and used for thousands 
of years ) .  We might, in fact, say the exact opposite: the use of 
drugs betrays the fact that man is not a natural being; he ex­
periences not only thirst, hunger, dreams, and sexual pleasure, 
but also a nostalgia for the infinite. The supernatural-to use 
a convenient but inaccurate term-is part of his nature. Every­
thing he does, including his simplest physical acts, is tinged 
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with a yearning for the absolute. Imagination-the power to 
produce images and the temptation to incarnate these images­
is part of his nature. Imagination: a faculty of our nature to 
change itself. 

Henri Michaux 

Henri Michaux has published three books in recent years deal­
ing with his experience with mescaline. 0 He has also confronted 
us with a disturbing series of sketches-most of them in black 
and white, and a few in color-executed shortly after each of his 
experiences. His prose, his poems, and his sketches are inti­
mately related, for each medium of expression reinforces and 
illuminates the others. The sketches are not simply illustrations 
of the texts. Michaux's painting has never been a mere adjunct 
to his poetry: the two are at once autonomous and complemen­
tary worlds. In the case of the "mescaline experience," lines and 
words form a whole almost impossible to break down into its 
component elements. Forms, ideas, and sensations intertwine as 
though they were a single, dizzyingly proliferating entity. In a 
certain sense the sketches, far from being illustrations of the 
written word, are a sort of commentary. The rhythm and the 
movement of the lines are mindful of a kind of curious musical 
notation, except that we are confronted not with a method of 
recording sounds but with vortexes, gashes, interweavings of 
being. Incisions in the bark of time, halfway between the ideo­
graph and the magical sign, characters and forms "more palpa­
ble than legible," these sketches are a criticism of poetic and 

0 Mls4rable miracle ( 1956) ;  L'lnfint turbulent ( 1957) ;  and Palx dans lea 
brlsementa ( 1959 ) .  In Lea lettres nouvellea ( num. 35 ) ,  there appeared a 
brief text of Michaux's on hallucinogenic mushrooms: "La Psilocybine 
(Experience et autocritique ) ." See on this latter subject the book by Roger 
Heim and Gordon Wasson, Les champignons halluclnogenes du Mexlque 
(1958 ) .  
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pictorial writing, that is to say, a step beyond the sign and the 
image, something transcending words and lines. 

Painting and poetry are languages that Michaux has used to 
try to express something that is truly inexpressible. A poet first, 
he began to paint when he realized that this new medium might 
enable him to say what he had found it impossible to say in his 
poetry. But is it a question of expression? Perhaps Michaux has 
never tried to express anything. All his efforts have been di­
rected at reaching that zone, by definition indescribable and in­
communicable, in which meanings disappear. A center at once 
completely empty and completely full, a total vacuum and a 
total plenitude. The sign and the signified-the distance be­
tween the obfect and the conscience that contemplates it-melt 
away in the face of the overwhelming presence, the only thing 
that really exists. Michaux's reuvre-his poems, his real and 
imaginary travels, his painting-is an expedition winding its way 
toward some of our infinities-the most secret, the most fearful, 
and at times the most derisive ones-in a never-ending search 
for the other infinite. 

Michaux travels via his languages : lines, words, colors, si­
lences, rhythms. And he does not hesitate to break the back of a 
word, the way a horseman does not hesitate to wind his mount. 
In order to arrive: where? At that nowhere that is here, there, 
and everywhere. Language as a vehicle, but also language as a 
knife and a miner's lamp. Language as cautery and as bandage, 
language as fog and a siren amid the fog. A pick striking rock 
and a spark in the blackness. Words once again become tools, 
prolongations of the hand, of the eye, of thought. A nonartistic lan­
guage. Slashing, cutting words, reduced to their most immediate 
and most forthright function : clearing a path. Their utility is 
paradoxical, however, since they are not employed to foster com­
munication, but rather pressed into the service of the incom­
municable. The extraordinary tension of Michaux's language 
stems from the fact that it is an undoubtedly effective tool, but 
its sole use is to bare something that is completely ineffective by 
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its very nahlre: the state of nonknowledge that is beyond 
knowledge, the thought that no longer thinks because it has 
been united with itself, total transparency, a motionless whirl­
wind. 

Miserable miracle opens with this phrase: ''This is an explora­
tion. Through the word, the sign, the sketch. Mescaline is what 
is explored." When I had read the last page, I asked myself 
whether the result of the experiment had not been precisely the 
opposite: the poet Michaux explored by mescaline. An explora­
tion or an encounter? The latter, most probably. A physical en­
counter with the drug, with the earthquake, with the cataclysm 
of being, shaken to its very foundations by its inner enemy-an 
enemy that is one with our own intimate being, an enemy that is 
indistinguishable and inseparable from ourselves. An encounter 
with mescaline: an encounter with our own selves, with the 
known-unknown. The double that wears our own face as its 
mask. The face that is gradually obliterated and transformed 
into an immense mocking grimace. The devil. The clown. This 
thing that I am not. This thing that I am. A martyrisible appari­
tion. And when my own face reappears, there is nobody there. I 
too have left myself. Space, space, pure vibration. A great gift of 
the gods, mescaline is a window through which we look out 
upon endless distances where nothing ever meets our eye but 
our own gaze. There is no I: there is space, vibration, perperual 
animation. Battles, terrors, elation, panic, delight: is it Michaux 
or mescaline? It was all already there in Michaux, in his previous 
books. Mescaline was a confirmation. Mescaline: a testimony. 
The poet saw his inner space in outer space. The shift from the 
inside to the outside-an outside that is interiority itself, the 
heart of reality. A horrible, ineffable spectacle. Michaux can say: 
I left my life behind to catch a glimpse of life. 

It all begins with a vibration. An imperceptible movement 
that accelerates minute by minute. Wind, a long screeching 
whistle, a lashing hurricane, a torrent of faces, forms, lines. 
Everything falling, rushing forward, ascending, disappearing, re· 
appearing. A dizzying evaporation and condensation. Bubbles, 
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more bubbles, pebbles, little stones. Rocky cliffs of gas. Lines 
that cross, rivers meeting, endless bifurcations, meanders, 
deltas, deserts that walk, deserts that fly. Disintegrations, agglu­
tinations, fragmentations, reconstitutions. Shattered words, the 
copulation of syllables, the fornication of meanings. Destruction 
of language. Mescaline reigns through silence-and it screams, 
screams without a mouth, and we fall into its silence! A return to 
vibrations, a plunge into undulations. Repetitions: mescaline is 
an "infinity-machine." Heterogeneity, a continuous eruption of 
fragments, particles, pieces. Furious series. Nothing is fixed. 
Avalanches, the kingdom of uncountable numbers, accursed pro­
liferation. Gangrenous space, cancerous time. Is there no cen­
ter? Battered by the gale of mescaline, sucked up by the abstract 
whirlwind, the modem Westerner finds absolutely nothing to 
hold on to. He has forgotten the names, God is no longer called 
God. The Aztec or the Tarahumara had only to pronounce the 
name, and immediately the presence would descend, in all its 
infinite manifestations. Unity and plurality for the ancients. For 
us who lack gods : Pullulation and Time. We have lost the names. 
All we have left is "causes and effects, antecedents and conse­
quences." Space teeming with trivialities. Heterogeneity is rep­
etition, an amorphous mass. Miserable miracle. 

Michaux's first encounter with mescaline ends with the dis­
covery of an "infinity-machine." The endless production of colors, 
rhythms, and forms turns out in the end to be an awesome, absurd 
flood of cheap trinkets. We are millionaires with vast hoards of 
fairgrounds junk. The second series of experiments ( L'tnfinl tur­
bulent) provoked unexpected reactions and visions. Subject to 
continuous physiological discharges and a pitiless psychic ten­
sion. Being split apart. The exploration of mescaline, like a great 
fire or an earthquake, was devastating; all that remained intact 
was the essential, that which, being infinitely weak, is infinitely 
strong. What name can we give this faculty? Is it in fact a 
faculty, a power, or is it an absence of power, the total help­
lessness of man? I am inclined to believe it is the latter. This 
helplessness is our strength. At the last moment, when there 
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is nothing left in us-when self is lost, when identity is lost-a 
fusion takes place, a fusion with something alien to us that none­
theless is ours, the only thing that is truly ours. The empty pit, 
the hole that we are fills to overflowing, and becomes a well­
spring once again. When the drought is most severe, water 
gushes forth. Perhaps there is a point where the being of man 
and the being of the universe meet. Apart from this, nothing 
positive: a hole, an abyss, a turbulent infinite. A forsakenness, 
alienation, but not insanity. Madmen are imprisoned within 
their madness, which is an ontological error, so to speak: taking 
the part for the whole. Equidistant from sanity and insanity, 
the vision Michaux describes is total: contemplation of the 
demoniacal and the divine--there is no way around these words 
-as an indivisible reality, as the ultimate reality. Of man or of 
the universe? I do not lmow. Perhaps of the man-universe. Man 
penetrated, conquered by the universe. 

The demoniacal stage of the experiment was above all the 
revelation of a transhuman eroticism-and therefore infinitely 
perverted. A psychic rape, an insidious opening and extending 
and exhibiting of the most secret parts of being. Not at all sexual. 
An infinitely sensual universe, from which the human body and 
the human face had disappeared. Not the "triumph of matter" 
or that of the flesh, but the vision of the reverse side of the spirit. 
An abstract lasciviousness: "Dissolution-an apt word that I 
understood instantly. Delight in deliquescence." Temptation, in 
the literal sense of the word, as all the mystics (Christian, Bud­
dhist, Arab ) have reported. I nonetheless confess that I do not 
understand this passage at all. Perhaps the cause of Michaux's 
sense of repulsion was not so much the contact with Eros as the 
vision of the confusion of the cosmos, that is to say, the revela­
tion of pure chaos. The visible entrails, the reverse side of 
presence, chaos is the primordial stuff, the original disorder, and 
also the universal womb. I felt a similar sensation, though a 
much less intense one, in the great summer of India, during my 
first visit in 1952. Once I had fallen into that panting maw, 
the universe seemed to me to be an immense, multiple fomica-



A L T E R N A T I N G  C U R R E N T  

tion. I suddenly had a glimpse of the meaning of the architecture 
of Konarak and erotic asceticism. The vision of chaos is a sort of 
ritual bath, a regeneration through immersion in the original 
fountain, a return to the "life before." Primitive tribes, the early 
Greeks, the Chinese, Taoists, and other peoples have had no fear 
of this awesome contact. The Western attitude is unwholesome. 
It is moral. Morality, the great isolator, the great separator, di­
vides man in half. To return to the unity of the vision is to 
reconcile body, soul, and the world. At the end of the experi­
ment, Michaux recalls a fragment of a Tantric poem: 

Inaccessible to impregnations, 
Enjoying all joys, 
Touching everything like the wind, 
Everything penetrating it like ether, 
The ever-pure yogi 
Bathes in the ever-flowing river. 
He enjoys all joys and nothing defiles him. 

The divine vision-inseparable from the demoniacal VISion, 
since both are revelations of unity-began with "the appearance 
of the gods." Thousands, hundreds of thousands, one after the 
other, in an endless file, an infinity of august countenances, a 
horizon of beneficent presences. Amazement and gratitude. But 
before that: surges of whiteness. Whiteness everywhere, sono­
rous, resplendent. And light, seas of light. Afterward, the divine 
images disappeared though the tranquil, delightful cascade of 
being did not cease. Admiration: "I cling to the divine perfection 
of the continuation of Being through time, a continuation that is 
so beautiful-so beautiful that I lose consciousness-so beautiful 
that, as the Mahabharata says, the gods themselves grow jealous 
and come to admire it." Trust, faith ( in  what? simply faith) ,  the 
sensation of being carried along by perfection that B.ows cease­
lessly ( and yet does not flow),  ever identical with itself. An 
instant is born, ascends, opens out, disappears, just as another in­
stant is born and ascends. One felicity after another. An inex-
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pressible feeling of abandon and security. The vision of the 
gods is followed by nonvision: we are at the very heart of time. 
This journey is a return: a letting go, an unlearning, a traveling 
homeward to birth. On reading these pages of Michaux, I re­
membered a pre-Columbian object that the painter Paalen 
showed me some years ago: a block of quartz with the image of 
the old and wrinkled god Tlaloc engraved on it. He went over to 
a window and held it up to the light: 

Touched by light 
The quartz is suddenly a cascade. 
The infant god floats on the waters. 

Nonvision : outside of actuality, history, purposes, calculations, 
hate, love, "beyond resolution and want of resolution, beyond 
preferences," the poet journeys back to a perpetual birth and 
listens to "the endless poem, without rhymes, without music, 
without words, that the Universe ceaselessly recites." The expe­
rience is participation in an infinite that is measure and rhythm. 
The words water, music, Ught, great open space, echoing and 
re-echoing, inevitably come to our lips. The self disappears, but 
no other self appears to occupy the empty space it has left. No 
god but rather the divine. No faith but rather the primordial 
feeling that sustains all faith, all hope. No face but rather face­
less being, the being that is all faces. Peace in the crater of the 
volcano, the reconciliation of man--what remains of man--with 
total presence. 

On embarking on his experiment, Michaux wrote: "I propose 
to explore the mediocre human condition." The second part of 
this sentence--a sentence which applies, I might add, to 
Michaux's entire auvre and to that of any great artist-turned 
out to be strikingly false. The exploration showed that man is not 
a mediocre creature. A part of oneself-a part walled in, ob­
scured from the very beginning of the beginning-is open to the 
infinite. The so-called human condition is a point of intersection 
with other forces. Perhaps our condition is not merely human. 
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Grace, Asceticism, Merits • 

Confronted by experiences such as those described by Michaux, 
we may again ask the question: is pharmacy a substitute for 
grace, is poetic vision a biochemical reaction? Coleridge attrib­
uted the composition of his extraordinary "Kubla Khan" to 
laudanum; Michaux believes that the combination of a state of 
physiological debility-a slight fever, tonsillitis-and an over­
dose is enough to unleash the torrent. There is unquestionably a 
relationship between physiological and psychic states. Fasting, 
breathing exercises, flagellation, prolonged immobility, solitary 
confinement in cells or caverns, exposure to the elements atop 
columns or mountains, songs, dances, perfumes, the repetition of 
a single word for hours at a time are practices that disturb our 
physical functions and provoke visions. What we call mind 
would appear to be a product of chemical and biological proc­
esses; and what we call matter has also turned out to be energy, 
time, a hole, a fall, in short, something that is no longer "mat­
ter." Though the age-old quarrel between materialism and spir­
itualism scarcely concerns me, I find the fragility of our moral 
conceptions in the face of the onslaught of drugs disturbing. 
Among Michaux's many observations, there is one that has long 
preyed on my mind: the demoniacal vision came after the 
divine vision. This is a dualistic, moral conception, as I have 
suggested above: mescaline itself is singularly contemptuous 
of the deas of good and evil. Or rather it is both contemptu­
ous and generous, for it offers revelation without regard to the 
"merits" of the person who experiences it. Michaux speaks sev­
eral times of an "undeserved infinite." It is worth our while to 
ponder this phrase that has echoed and re-echoed throughout 

• Everything I have said above and am about to say in the following pages 
refers exclusively to hallucinogenic substances which have been recognized 
as being generally nonaddictive physiologically. 
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man's history. Many mystics and visionaries have said precisely 
the same thing. 

Radical physiological changes do not produce visions auto­
matically; nor are all visions the same. To choose a convenient 
example, we need only compare the images that sacred Mexican 
mushrooms provoked in Wasson with those of the professors 
and students subjected to a similar experiment by Dr. Heim.0 
The role played by the individual psyche is crucial. Baudelaire 
had noted earlier, as had De Quincey before him, that the 
dreams induced by opium in a poet and in a butcher were quite 
different. Now, the most disturbing effect of drugs is their power 
in the sphere of morality: a murderer may have angelic visions, 
the upright man infernal dreams. The visions depend on a cer­
tain psychic sensibility that varies from individual to individual, 
independently of merit or personal conduct. Drugs are nihilistic: 
they undermine all values and radically overturn all our ideas 
about good and evil, what is just and what is unjust, what is per­
mitted and what is forbidden. Their action is a mockery of our 
morality based on reward and punishment. I am both delighted 
and terrified by the realization that drugs introduce another 
brand of justice, based on chance or on circumstances that we 
are unable to determine. They carelessly offer anyone and 
everyone what has always been looked upon as the recompense 
of saints, wise men, and the just-the summum bonum that man 
can attain here on this earth: a vision, a glimpse of perfect har­
mony. And at the same time that they grant spiritual peace to 
the undeserving, they reward the innocent with the sufferings of 
Hell. If pharmacy has replaced God, we cannot help but feel that 
it is a perverse chemistry. 

We might cease to be confused if, instead of thinking of a 
god that acts like a drug, we thought of a drug that acts like a 
god. What I mean is : if we use the notions of grace and 
freedom instead of those of chance and fatality. Drugs open the 
doors of "another world" to us. If this expression means anything 

• See Heim and Wasson, Lea champlgnons halluclnogines du Me:tlque. 
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at all, it means that we actually enter a kingdom ruled by differ­
ent laws than those governing our world. Neither physical nor 
moral laws are the same in this kingdom. Isn't this precisely 
what happens in the mystical experience? All mystical texts 
stress the paradoxical nature of the vision. The total change in 
logical principles ( here is there, today is yesterday or tomorrow, 
movement is immobility, etc. ) is paralleled by a no less profound 
overturning of the customary moral laws : sinners are saved; 
those who are ignorant are the true wise men; innocence is not 
to be found among virgins but in bordellos; "the good thief' 
ascends with Christ to Paradise; the village idiot confounds the 
arrogant theologian; Che the highwayman is purer than the 
virtuow Confucius; Krishna incites Arjuna to murder. . . .  The 
Spanish theater, nourished by the Catholic doctrines of free will 
and grace, offers constant examples of this surprising dialectic in 
which evil is suddenly transformed into good, perdition into 
salvation, and the Fall into Assumption. How can these par­
adoxes be explained? 

The mystical experience culminates in the vision of being or 
of nothingness, but in either case, whether it is in the end a 
plenitude or an emptiness, it begins as a criticism of this world 
and a negation of its values. The other reality requires the de­
struction of thia reality. The vision is sustained not only by intel­
lectual criticism but by a bodily discipline that rules one's entire 
being: mysticism of any sort implies an asceticism. Whatever his 
religion, the ascetic believes that there is a relation between the 
reality of the body and the reality of the psyche. The Christian 
humiliates his body, the yogi masters his; both believe implicitly 
in the connection between body and spirit. This is not surpris· 
ing: ascetic practices are thousands of years old and antedate 
the appearance of the idea of the soul as an entity separate from 
the body. Like so many other techniques that we have inherited 
from prehistory, asceticism anticipates contemporary science. 
The analogy with drugs is striking : the action of the latter 
would be impossible if there were not in fact an intimate rela­
tion between physiological and psychological functions. 
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Ascetic practices and the use of hallucinogenic substances 
were undoubtedly part of the same ritual, as can be seen in the 
hymns of the Rig-Veda in praise of soma and the rites of the 
early Mexicans, still alive today among the Huichols and the 
Tarahumaras. There is a great deal of anthropological informa­
tion on the subject. The drug user is admittedly unlike the 
ascetic in that he does not subject himself to any discipline. The 
absence of any ritual or discipline explains the destructive 
effects of drugs among their modem users. Though this is a cru­
cial difference, it is not applicable to those who explore the uni­
verse of drugs with the aim of acquiring knowledge about it: 
scientists, poets. The similarity between drugs and asceticism 
extends to the sphere of morals and thought. The ascetic scorns 
worldly conventions, he takes no stock whatsoever in the ideas 
of progress and profit, he considers material gains to be losses, he 
looks upon the normality of the ordinary man as a real spiritual 
anomaly; in short, he wants nothing to do with either the 
duties or the pleasures of this world. The person who takes a 
drug implicitly doubts the solidity of reality-he is not sure that 
it is what it appears to be and what our instruments define it as 
being, or he suspects that another reality exists. Drugs and 
asceticism are alike in that both are a criticism and a negation of 
the world. 

With this in mind, we may find it less difficult to understand 
the "injustice" of drugs. Aren't the infernal visions that Michaux 
describes the equivalent · of the trials and temptations that all 
ascetics of all religions have undergone? If the drug brings on 
the appearance of horrifying images, might it not be because it 
is a mirror that reflects not what we pretend to be for others, 
but what we really are? The most immediate effect of the drug 
is to free us of the weight of external reality. It is therefore im­
possible to judge its action by the weights and measures of the 
everyday world. The drug does not bring us face to face with 
another world: Michaux's visions do not contradict his poems, 
they confirm them. Except that the "true self" that drugs confront 
us with-like the one we glimpse through poetry and eroticism-
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is a stranger, and its appearance is like the resurrection of someone 
whom we have long since buried. The person dead and buried 
is alive and his return terrifies us. Drugs transport us to an out­
side that is an inside: we inhabit a self that has no identity and 
no name, we live in a there that is a here, within something that 
we are and are not. Our acts have another consistency, another 
logic, and another gravity. The "merits" and the "faults" are 
different, and the balance in which they are weighed is different. 
A change of sign: more is less, cold is hot, exaltation is beatitude, 
rest and movement are the same. Moral values do not escape 
this metamorphosis. The notions of virtue, goodness, rectitude, 
and other similar concepts acquire a different and even a con­
trary meaning from the one they have in the pitiless world of 
human relations. The words me; it, reward, advantage, honor, 
profit, interest, and others like them are mortally wounded; the 
blood drains from them and they literally become volatilized. A 
loss of gravity: true virtues weigh little and go by the name of 
abandon, indifference, trust, surrender, nakedness. What counts 
is not one's value but one's valor: the courage to explore the un­
known, Being forsaken, forsaking. Lightness: disinterestedness, 
letting go. Once freed from "having to be," man may contem­
plate his true being. In this constellation, the central word is 
perhaps innocence: the "pureness of heart" of the early Chris­
tians, the "piece of unpolished wood" of the Taoists. A disap­
pearance of one's ego and one's name, not a loss of being. The 
appearance of another reality, the reappearance of being. A 
moral lesson: the experience brings us face to face with the 
mystery that each of us is and reveals the vanity of our judg­
ments. The world of judges is the world of injustice. Yes, a 
murderer may have angelic dreams. Each of us has the infinite 
he deserves. But this merit cannot be weighed with our scales. 
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Paradises 

In Aldous Huxley's essays on mescaline, he emphasizes that one's 
personal visions almost always correspond to certain archetypes. 
The world described by Wasson in his book on Mexican hallu­
cinogenic mushrooms immediately evokes the images of myths, 
poems, and paintings : great river landscapes, trees, thick 
green and russet foliage, amber-colored earth, all bathed in an 
otherworldly light. The sensation of movement-the great rivers, 
the wind, the earth's heartbeat-fuses with that of immobility 
and repose. Sometimes a woman appears on the bank of the 
sparkling river, lost in thought-an apparition reminiscent of early 
Greek sculpture and certain grave steles. A dawning age, a 
world of paradisiac meanings : how can we fail to be reminded 
of the images of Genesis, or Arab tales, of the myths of the South 
Pacific or Central Asia, of the Teotihuacan paradise of Tlaloc? 
But there is also another sort of vision : deserts, rocks, thirst, 
panting, the dagger-eye of the sun: the landscape of damnation, 
the "wasteland" of the Grail legend. Transparent infernos, a 
geometry of crystals; circular hells; hells of garish, clashing 
colors, a pullulation of forms and monsters, temptations of Saint 
Anthony, Goya's Sabbaths, Hindu copulations, Munch's frozen 
scream, Polynesian masks . . . .  Though the images are innumer­
able, all of them-whether blinding light or mineral blackness, 
solitude or promiscuity-reveal a universe with no way out. 
Weight, oppression, asphyxia: hells. We are trapped within our­
selves, there is no way out, we cannot cease to be what we are, 
we cannot change. Hell: petrification. The image of heaven is a 
vision of freedom: levitation, dissolution of the self. Light versus 
stone. 

The images of paradise can be reduced, Huxley tells us, to 
certain elements common to the "mescaline experience" and uni­
versal myth: earth and water, fertility, verdure. The idea of 
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abundance (as opposed to the world of toil ) ; the idea of an en­
chanted garden: "everything is palpable" and birds, beasts, and 
plants speak the same language. In the center: the couple. 
Huxley points out that the light in this paradise has a very spe­
cial quality; it is a light that has no visible source, or to use an 

old expression, it is an uncreated light. And also a creative light 
(the landscape is born and grows in the rain of light) and a 
sheltering one (the garden, the visible, nestles within its invisi­
ble bosom) .  I would also mention another no less meaningful 
presence: water, the image of the return to the primeval age, the 
symbol of the woman and her powers. Water: calm, fertility, 
self-knowledge, but also loss, a fall into treacherous transpar­
ency. In a number of passages, Baudelaire ponders this vision: 
"Fugitive waters, frolicking waters, harmonious waterfalls, the 
immense azure sea, rocking itself, singing, falling asleep . . . .  The 
contemplation of this limpid abyss is perilous for a spirit enam­
ored of space and crystal . . . .  " Water: Diana at her bath, the 
element that brings death to Actaeon and Siegfried. 

Light is fixed, immaterial, central. At once fire and ice, it is the 
symbol of both objectivity and eternity. It is heaven's gaze itself. 
Clear and serene, it traces outlines, delimits, distributes space 
into symmetrical areas. It is justice, but it is also the Idea, the 
archetype engraved upon a cloudless sky. The sixteenth-century 
poet Herrera calls his beloved light his Idea. Light: the essence, 
the realm of the intemporal. Water is diffuse, elusive, formless. 
It evokes time, carnal love; it is the tide itself-death and resur­
rection-and the gateway to the elemental world. Everything is 
reflected in water, everything founders in it, everything is re­
born in it, It is change, the ebb and flow of the universe. Light 
separates, water unites. Paradise would appear to be ruled by 
two warring sisters. In the center, the precious stone. Huxley 
reminds us that the gates of paradise are studded with dia­
monds, rubies, emeralds. As light passes through it, the humid 
landscape of the first day becomes an immense jewel: a golden 
sun, a silver moon, trees of jade. Light makes water a precious 
stone. It turns time into a mineral, makes it eternal. It congeals 
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it into an impartial, uniform splendor and thus kills the life in it: 
it freezes its pulse. At the same time light transmutes stone. 
Thanks to light, the opaque stone-a symbol of gravity: a heavy 
fallen weight-takes on the transparency and dancing swiftness 
of water. The stone sparkles, twinkles, quivers, like a drop of 
water or blood: it is alive. A moment later, mesmerized by the 
celestial flash of lightning, it becomes motionless : it is light now, 
time arrested, a fixed gaze. 

The precious stone is an instant of equilibrium between water 
and light. Left to itself, in its natural state, it is opacity, inertia, 
brute existence. The dreamless slumber of stone. But the mo· 
ment it becomes luminous and translucid, its moral nature 
changes. Its limpidity is as treacherously deceiving as that of 
water. The opal is an unlucky stone; there are emeralds that 
bring health; there are stones with a curse on them. This ambi­
guity should not surprise us. Life per se is neither good nor bad: 
it is sheer vitality, an appetite for being. In life at the most ele­
mentary level, we discover the same unity as in spiritual medita­
tion. Diana and her bow, Coatlicue and her skulls, goddesses cov­
ered with blood, are life itself, the perpetual rebirth and death 
of the seasons, time unfolding and turning back upon itself. The 
paradise of the Douanier Rousseau i� a magic jungle, inhabited 
by wild beasts and ruled by a sorceress. The intruder is the 
armed man, who divides and separates : morality destroying the 
magic pact between nature and its creatures. The precious stone 
shares this indifference of life. A nexus of contrary meanings, it 
oscillates between water and light. 

The Metamorphoses of Stone 

Andre Pieyre de Mandiargues is one of the truly original writers 
to have appeared in France since World War II. His work is 
an apt, though unintentional, illustration of what we might call 
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"the metamorphoses of stone." What he describes is a "Way of 
Perfection," fraught with arduous trials and sacrifices, which 
brute matter must follow if it is to become a precious stone, a 
solar stone. In one of Mandiargues's books, Feu de braise, there 
are three stories that describe the nature of stone, by turns bale­
ful and beneficent. In the first story ( "Les pierreuses" ) ,  a school­
teacher taking a walk on the outskirts of the city picks up a 
stone of the sort that geologists call geodes ( rocks or stones, 
usually of a crystallized substance, with a hollow in the center) .  
Impelled by curiosity-Pandora and her box reappear in many 
of this author's texts-the teacher opens the stone as though it 
were an oyster shell, and discovers three minuscule girls inside. 
The eldest tells him, in vulgar Latin, that she and her two sisters 
emerged naked from the womb of the Great Mother and will re­
turn to it naked. They have been cast into the geode by a 
"black sun." Their being set free presages their death and that 
of their liberator, because, she adds, "the emanations of stone are 
deadly." There would be no point in pondering the meaning of 
each individual element of this fantasy: all the details fit the 
conception of stone as a crystallization of water and its awesome 
powers. 

In "Le diamant," Sara, the daughter of a Jewish jeweler, faints 
after having long contemplated a perfect diamond, an "ice pal­
ace." When she comes to her senses again, she finds herself in­
side the stone. The coldness of the jewel threatens to freeze her 
instantly, but the morning sun pours through the window and 
lights on the diamond, transforming it into a fiery furnace. "Like 
a fish in water," Sara has no difficulty withstanding the great 
heat. A moment later, she gives herself to a ruddy-faced man 
with a leonine head. Strange nuptials uniting a Jewish virgin 
and a solar deity: the fecundation of water by light. The beam 
of sunlight moves away, it turns freezing cold inside the dia­
mond once again, the young girl loses consciousness a second 
time, and on coming to her senses realizes that she has left the 
nuptial stone "as mysteriously, as naturally as she had entered it." 
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Sara examines the diamond and notices that a tiny reddish Baw 
mars its perfection, the only trace of her marvelous encounter. 
A material "defect" that is also a mystic stigma. 

In "Le diamant" the metamorphosis is the opposite of that in 
"Les pierreuses." The "ice palace" is opened like the geode; the 
teacher finds three naked girls inside the stone and Sara too is 
naked inside the diamond. Water-a naked woman-inhabits 
stone like an unpredictable substance that may impart either 
life or death. The geode is a mineral womb; when a ray of light 
falls upon it, it becomes a tomb; the diamond, on being sub­
jected to a similar influence, is turned into an alchemical fur­
nace. Fire and water symbolize transmutation. ( There is a 
Nahuatl expression that has the same meaning: "burning wa­
ter." ) Sara's metamorphoses are a parallel of the transformations 
of the diamond, a stone for sale that becomes a jewel represent· 
ing mystic union. In "Les pierreuses," the schoolteacher's idle 
curiosity is rewarded only by the revelation of death; in "Le 
diamant," trust in the unknown-a spirit of true disinterested­
ness-leads to union with the solar principle. The schoolteacher 
is a man of reason and a skeptic who is not at all surprised to 
discover three lovely little creatures inside the geode. ( The one 
thought that crosses his mind is that his grasp of vulgar Latin is 
faulty. ) Sara "trusts in the power of the absurd," calmly accepts 
the mystery, and allows herself to be guided by the unexpected. 
There is nothing at all arbitrary about the professor's death or 
Sara's marvelous fecundation. But it is a matter of spiritual rather 
than logical consistency. 

"L' enfantillage" deals with the experience we might call "the 
capital vision," to use Mandiargues's own language. A man goes 
to bed with a strange woman. While one part of himself antici· 
pates the moment of physical discharge, the other part of him· 
self regresses to his earliest childhood memory: a cart full of 
Italian peasants plunging over a cliff and his nursemaid's gnarled 
hand covering his eyes. This frightful image fuses with his rapt 
contemplation of a gilded knob of the bedstead, gleaming in the 
light of the noonday sun in the warm shadow. The wanderings 
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of his mind become a delirium: held by the hand by the old 
woman, he draws closer and closer to the abyss, until the gilded 
sphere and the old woman's face become one. For a truly glori­
ous instant, the double vision is transformed into a single literally 
blinding insight: "Is this finally love? Father Sun . .  ," Matter has 
pursued the path of initiation to its end, and now gleams like a 
naked star. The brass knob is a central sun. "Purity regained," 
Mandiargues says of this revelation. Is it death or life? The 
stone, by turns opacity and transparency, water and light, finally 
becomes incandescent, a state of fusion, the disappearance of 
contraries. 

In the foreword to a book published shortly after World 
War 11,0 Mandiargues says that "the hour of total emptiness is 
also the hour of idiocy, the two ultimate faces of what is some­
times called mysticism. . . ," This phrase is proof that those 
poets who yield to delirium with the greatest abandon are also 
the poets who are most lucid. The schoolteacher of "Les pier­
reuses" is doomed because his knowledge is nothing but a series 
of "known facts"; Sara is saved because she has no "fund of 
knowledge," only a trust in life. In both cases the vision is dual­
ist. The "capital vision" evokes that instant in which the blood of 
the victim spurts from his body with amazing energy and 
abundance, a symbol of both life and death. "L' enfantillage" is 
not the vision of the triumph of life over intellect, nor of the 
coexistence of contradictory forces, but that of their mutual de­
struct'lon in the fire of a blinding truth. The hour, the instant, of 
be emptying out of self: the reconquest of nonknowledge. 

The Symposium and the Hermit 

My commentaries on the experiences of Huxley and Michaux 
were written and published many years before the use of hal-

• Le musle nolr ( 1946 
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lucinogenic drugs had become a popular subject and the occa­
sion of public debate. A rite or a mystery from antiquity till only 
yesterday, the use of drugs is now a more or less widespread 
practice and a subject of discussion in the press and on televi­
sion and radio. Speaking of certain things only at certain 
moments was a sign of wisdom as well as politeness among the 
ancients : words had weight, they were something real. By di­
minishing the value of silence, publicity has also diminished 
that of language. The two are inseparable: knowing how to 
speak has always meant knowing how to keep silent, knowing 
that there are times when one should say nothing. In the case of 
drugs, everybody talks about them, but there are few people 
who listen to those who really have something to say: scientists 
and poets. The number of young people who have taken LSD 
and other drugs has admittedly reached such proportions, espe­
cially in the United States, that the public's excitement and the 
authorities' alarm are readily understandable. It is equally obvi­
ous that legal measures and police enforcement are neither a 
solution nor a step toward understanding the problem. On the 
contrary, they aggravate it and make it an even more inflamma­
tory issue. 

We do not have to be sociologists or anthropologists to realize 
that drug addiction is merely one of the results of the changes 
industrial society has undergone since World War II. Nor is it 
surprising that this development is most serious and most wide­
spread in the country where these changes have been greatest: 
the United States. It would be absurd to maintain that drugs 
have the power to subvert and undermine American society: 
youngsters have not ceased to believe in "the American way of 
life" because they take drugs-they take drugs because they 
have ceased to believe in these ideas and are fumblingly search­
ing for new ones. The attitude of young people is intelligible 
only within the general context of rebellion against the society 
of abundance and its moral and political presuppositions. The 
increasingly widespread use of drugs is yet another indication of 
a change in contemporary sensibilities. This change may well be 
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more profound than the material transformations and the ideo­
logical struggles of the first half of the century. 

It has not been proved that hallucinogenic substances are 
more harmful than alcohol. Although the reaction in both cases 
depends on the individual's constitution, it is a well-known fact 
that alcohol brings our aggressive tendencies to the fore, whereas 
hallucinogenic substances foster introversion. Sahagun reports 
that at the end of the sacred-mushroom ceremony a number of 
the celebrants went off alone and were silent for a long time; 
others talked to themselves or laughed and wept in a comer. 
Travelers and anthropologists who have lived with the 
Huichol Indians confirm Sahagun's observation: peyote may 
lead in rare instances to suicide, but never to murder. Alcohol 
draws us out: hallucinogens make us retreat within ourselves. 
Many psychiatrists share Huxley's belief: these substances are 
less dangerous than alcohol. We need not necessarily agree en­
tirely with this opinion-though it seems to me that it is not very 
far from the truth-and still grant that the reasons that the 
authorities prohibit these substances have more to do with 
public morality than with public health. They are a threat to the 
ideas of enterprise, usefulness, progress, work, and other notions 
that justify our daily comings and goings. 

Alcoholism is an infraction of social rules; everyone tolerates 
this breaking of the rules because it is a violation that confirms 
them. Prostitution is a similar case: neither the drunk nor the 
whore and her client question the rules that they break. Their 
acts are a disturbance of law and order, a departure from the 
rules of society, not a criticism of them. The recourse to hallu­
cinogens implies a negation of social values, and it is an attempt 
-though doubtless an illusory one-to escape from this world 
and drop out from society. We are now in a position to under­
stand the real reason for the condemnation of hallucinogens and 
why their use is punished: the authorities do not behave as 
though they were trying to stamp out a harmful practice or a 
vice, but as though they were attempting to stamp out dissi­
dence. Since this is a form of dissidence that is becoming 
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more widespread, the prohibition takes on the proportions 
of a campaign against a spiritual contagion, against an opinion. 
What the authorities are displaying is Ideological zeal: they 
are punishing a heresy, not a crime. They are thus taking 
the same attitude as that taken in other centuries toward 
leprosy and insanity, which were not regarded as diseases 
but as incarnations of evil. There is even the same super­
stitious, ambivalent awe involved: like the leper in the Middle 
Ages, the drug-taker is the victim of a sacred evil; like the 
utterances of a madman, his words are revelations of another 
world. Those who hound the users of hallucinatory drugs are 
no less credulous than those who worship these drugs. There is 
little use reminding both sides that all the experiments and 
studies on the subject agree on at least one point: no known sub­
stance can make a genius of someone who is not one. 

Alcohol and the hallucinogenic drugs are opposites. The 
drunk is loquacious and expansive; the drug-taker silent and 
withdrawn. When a person starts drinking, he first gets very 
sociable and wants everybody to be his pal, drapes his arm 
around people, and tells them his secrets. Then gradually he gets 
more and more boisterous, bursting into song or loud laughter, 
and finally the whole scene ends in angry shouts and racking 
sobs or some hostile act of violence. In each of these stages of 
inebriation, there is one common note: the desire to speak and 
interact with others, to address them as an audience or fight 
them as opponents. The solitary drinker has always been re­
garded as a peculiar creature, worse off than a cripple or an 
onanist. He is lacking something: another person, other people. 
In Mexico, conversation becomes more of a pleasure if people 
are drinking, and there is a saying that aptly describes our atti­
tude toward alcohol: "letting the cup have its say." Heavy drink­
ing in the Protestant countries is a way of leaping over the wall 
that separates one person from another. Protestant society is a 
community of introverts in which each person mutters a secret 
monologue under his breath: the morality of personal responsi­
bility is an invisible gag. Alcohol loosens people's tongues, their 



A L T E R N  A T I N C  C U R R E N T  9 9  

senses, and their consciences. Drunkenness in other parts of the 
world is orgiastic. Among the Russians and the Poles it takes the 
form of an explosion, public confession, and a universal embrace : 
we are all one, and each one is all. 

Alcoholism has been a social problem in two periods of mod­
em history: in Europe during the first industrial revolution, and 
in the United States in the years immediately following World 
War I. Dickens and Zola have left us terrifying descriptions of 
the life of the working class in the large cities; among other 
terrible consequences the sudden transition from rural life to 
urban life was responsible for a traumatic rupture of traditional 
ties, and therefore a breakdown of communication. Zola's novels 
show that alcoholism was the result. In the United States, the 
phenomenon may have had different causes but its meaning was 
the same: it was a reaction to the alienation and the tensions and 
con&cts engendered when strangers, peoples belonging to dif­
ferent ethnic groups, with different traditions and languages, 
were forced to live together. In both cases-peasants from the 
countryside lost in the industrial suburbs and immigrants up­
rooted from a continent boiling over--alcoholism was a sub­
stitute for the old social bonds that had been broken or had dis­
appeared, a desperate attempt to establish communication. 
Alcoholism is a search for a common language, or at least, it is a 
compensation for a language that has been lost. The use of drugs 
does not imply the overestimation of the value of language but 
of silence. Drunkenness exaggerates communication; drugs de­
stroy it. Young people's preference for drugs reveals a change 
in the contemporary attitude toward language and communica­
tion. 

The first to see the differences between drugs and wine was 
Baudelaire: "Wine exalts the will; hashish destroys it. Wine is a 
physical stimulant; hashish a suicide weapon. Wine mellows us 
and makes us sociable; hashish isolates us." Wine is social, drugs 
solitary; the one inflames the senses, the other rouses the imagi­
nation. It is unfortunate that Baudelaire did not venture to draw 
the conclusions that logically follow from his distinction. He 
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might have added that it is not the merits or the defects of 
alcohol and drugs that are most important, but their relation to 
communication. Drinking stimulates communication at first, and 
then turns it into stammering and fuzzy-headedness. The toper 
drinks to drown his sorrows and ends up drowning himself. 
Drunkenness is contradictory: it overvalues communication and 
destroys it. It is a failure of communication: it first exaggerates it 
and then degrades it. A caricature of communication, it is a 
parody of two forms of intercourse that our civilization, from its 
very beginning, has venerated above all others : religious com­
munion and philosophical dialogue. It is not mere happen­
stance that distilled alcohol has replaced grape wine in the 
modem world; this change parallels the gradual disfavor into 
which conversation, banquets, and religious rites have fallen. 

Wine always occupied a central place in the rites, festivals, 
and ceremonies of pagan antiquity and the Christian West. 
Without wine, no meal is worth eating. When we say that "wine 
flowed abundantly" or that a banquet was washed down by 
choice vintages, we are referring to a magic quality of wine: a 
homologue of water, semen, and the "spiritual fluid" of the an· 
cients, it is fertility, resurrection, and the animation of matter. A 
circulation of the vital essence, its effect on men is similar to 
that of irrigation in agriculture. It is the agent that transmits 
fellow feeling: it exalts us, binds us together, reunites us. It is 
brotherhood. Communication is also communion: in Christian 
worship wine is the godhead incarnate. The eucharist is a mys· 
tery that is present in all our rituals, whether religious or erotic. 
The two most beautiful and meaningful images that tradition 
has passed down to us are the Platonic symposium and Christ's 
Last Supper. In both, wine is a cardinal symbol whereby our 
civilization defines its dual vocation; it is the archetype of com­
munication-with others and with the Other. 

Isolation and seclusion play a certain role in antiquity and 
Christianity, but the hermit is not a central figure in our mythol­
ogy. The philosopher, the wise man, and the savior live among 
other men; they break the bread of truth together. Wisdom and 
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illumination are common property, like language. To us the 
anchorite is a venerable figure, not a model or an example. The 
Oriental attitude is precisely the opposite. India has worshiped 
the hermit as the supreme figure since the very beginning. To 
Western peoples, the summum bonum is synonymous with com­
munion; to Eastern peoples the key word is liberation. The 
superior life involves a double liberation: first from social bonds, 
whether those of caste, family, or community, and second from 
the chain of transmigration. This is the opposite of the etymologi­
cal meaning of the word religion; it is not a reuniting, a reforg­
ing of bonds, but a loosening, a letting go, an escape. Both in 
Brahmanism and in Buddhism, the image of the saint and the 
wise man shown us in iconography, art, and poetry is the figure 
of the hermit in his cave or beneath a tree. Nothing could be 
further from the banquet table or the open communion of 
Christians. 

India creates extremes : the caste system exaggerates the social 
bond; asceticism exalts the isolation of the individual. The 
Hindu continually oscillates between these two poles. There is 
no meeting point, no point of convergence: there is no sympo­
sium, no communion. A large part of the Buddhist canon is in 
the form of dialogues of the Illuminated with his disciples, but 
the object of these conversations is not communion: they are 
sermons extolling solitary meditation. The Platonic philosopher's 
goal is the contemplation of the Idea, the Buddhist's goal the 
dissolution of the Idea in emptiness ( sunyata ) .  The great Chris­
tian mystery is that of divine incarnation; the aim of all the reli­
gions and doctrines of India is liberation, disincarnation 
(moksha, nirvana ).  In the hymns of the Rig-Veda and the 
Atharva-Veda, there are many references to a mysterious sub­
stance, soma, which many modern Orientalists are convinced was 
a form of hashish. It is quite likely soma is the same thing 
as bhang, a drug commonly used in modern India, especially 
among the sadhus and sannyasis. According to the Vedic hymns, 
soma brings illumination and knowledge: it is the food of seers 
and poets, the rishis. Wine, dialogue, communion, incarnation; 
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drugs, introspection, liberation, disincamation. The Word and 
the Silence. 

All this gives us good reason to believe that the popularity of 
hallucinogenic substances is a symptom of a shift in modem sen­
sibilities. Does this shift represent a change of goals or an ab­
sence of goals? Both things. The traditional symbols have lost 
their meaning. They are empty signs. In a world ruled by the 
communications media no one has anything to say or anything to 
hear. If words have lost their meaning, why not look for meaning 
in silence? The popular interest in Buddhism and other Oriental 
religions and doctrines betrays the same sense of deprivation 
and the same appetite. It would be a mistake to believe that we 
are looking to Buddhism for a truth that is foreign to our tradi­
tion : what we are seeking is a confirmation of a truth we already 
know. The new attitude is not a result of a new knowledge of 
Eastern doctrines, but a result of our own history. No one ever 
learns a truth from outside: each person must think it through 
and experience it for himself. It would not be difficult to prove 
that three contemporary thinkers-Wittgenstein, Heidegger, 
and Levi-Strauss-give evidence in their works of a surprising 
unconscious affinity with Buddhism. Their philosophies have not 
been influenced in any way by Eastern thought, and their re­
spective philosophical positions are so different that they would 
appear to be irreconcilable. Yet the preoccupation with language 
is central in all three, and each of them has been led to a similar 
conclusion: all speech ends in silence. I might mention other 
examples in the sphere of literature and art, but there are so 
many of them and they are so well known that I prefer not to do 
so. I shall merely limit myself to pointing out once again that if 
any poet of the recent past is our precursor, our master, and 
our contemporary, it is Mallarme. And the fact is that all his 
poetry is an attempt to realize what may well be an impossible 
ambition, one mindful of the paradoxes of the Prajnaparamita 
sutras : incarnating absence, naming emptiness, speaking of si­
lence. Modern art is a destruction of meaning--or of communi­
cation-but it is also a search for meaning. Perhaps this explora-



A L T E R N A T I N G  C U R R E N T  1 0 3 

tion will result in the discovery that nonmeaning is identical 
with meaning. 

Now that we have examined the general context in which this 
change has occurred, we can better understand the meaning of 
the more and more widespread use of hallucinogenic substances. 
Like alcoholism, it is a revolt; like alcoholism, it is a revolt that is 
self-defeating: drugs can give us blissful or terrifying visions, 
but they cannot give us either silence or wisdom. Unlike alco­
holism, drugs are not an exaggeration of a traditional value 
(communication ) but of something foreign to our tradition. Al­
coholism is a caricature of the Platonic symposium and of com­
munion; drugs are its negation. 

Drugs have always been used in conjunction with a ritual of 
some sort. Since antiquity they have been an adjunct either of 
ascetic practices or of initiation ceremonies and other rites. Each 
year the Huichol Indians go on an arduous expedition in search 
of peyote and during the entire time they forgo bathing, abstain 
from any sort of sexual contact, and undergo endless privations. 
When they find the cactus they do not consume it immediately; 
they wait until a ceremony can be held, in the course of which, 
among other rites, public confession takes place. Once purified, 
they eat the peyote. According to the Huichol Indians, horrible 
visions are a sort of punishment visited upon those who have 
lied during the confession or committed other deceitful and 
mendacious acts. The entire rite and all of its attendant suffer­
ings center around the ideas of trust, unselfishness, pureness of 
heart, generosity. The beliefs of the Huichols confirm what I 
have pointed out above with regard to the "morality" of halluci­
nogenic drugs and their surprising justice. There is little point in 
listing other examples : in all periods of history and in all cultures 
the use of drugs is associated with a ritual and some fonn of 
asceticism. • 

• The brahmin who engages in the soma sacrifice "must abstain from all 
contact with men of impure castes and with women; he must not answer 
anyone who asks him a question, and no one must touch him." Louis Renou, 
L'Inde cla.sslque. 



1 0 4  O C T A V I O  P A Z  

The same is true of sexual practices and ritual meals within 
the tradition of Tantrism. It is not surprising, therefore, that in 
the United States many semireligious and semiartistic groups 
are attempting to surround the use of drugs with a sort of 
rit-<Ial. It is the only way of taking advantage of the unquestion­
able power of drugs as hallucinatory agents and instruments of 
self-knowledge. But such experiments are doomed to failure. 
Rites cannot be invented: they develop little by little, through 
the creation of myths, beliefs, and religious practices. Modem 
society has emptied traditional rites of all their content and has 
not yet succeeded in creating others to take their place. The 
prime ritual gathering of the century-political meetings­
served for a time as a replacement for traditional rites. But today 
they have turned into dull official ceremonies and have pre­
served their vitality only in China and other underdeveloped 
countries. The reason for this is obvious: rites are based on the 
idea of time as repetition: they are a date that recurs again and 
again, representing a present that is also a past and a future. 

Modem, historical time is linear and inevitably proves fatal 
to the rite; the past is irreversible and will never return. The 
ultimate meaning of the use of drugs in our time is thus clearer 
now: it is a criticism of linear time and a nostalgia for (or a 
presentiment of) another sort of time. These remarks on drugs 
lead to a subject that I shall discuss in the third part of this 
book: the end of linear time. 

Buii.uel's Philosophical Cinema 

Some years ago, I wrote a few pages about Buiiuel. This is what 
I said: "Even though the common and ultimate aim of all the 
arts, including those that are most abstract, is the expression 
and re-creation of man and his conflicts, each one of them has 
its own particular means for casting its spell over us, and thus 
each is a separate domain. Music is one thing, poetry another, 
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cinema yet another. But occasionally an artist succeeds in going 
beyond the limits of his art; we then come face to face with a 
work whose equivalents lie outside its own world. A number of 
Buiiuel's iilms-L'Age d'or, Los olvtdados-belong to the realm 
of cinema but at the same time they bring us closer to other 
regions of the human spirit: certain of Goya's engravings, poems 
by Quevedo or Peret, a passage by Sade, one or another of Valle 
Inclan's esperpentos, a page by G6mez de Ia Serna. . . . These 
films can be enjoyed and judged as cinema and at the same time 
as something belonging to the wider and freer universe of these 
works of surpassing value whose object is both to reveal human 
reality to us and to show us a way to go beyond it. Despite the 
obstacles which our contemporary world places in the way of 
such endeavors, Buiiuel's work continues to pass through the 
double arch of beauty and rebellion. 

"In Nazarin, in a style that rejects any sort of suspect lyricism, 
Buiiuel tells us the story of a priest akin to Don Quixote, 
whose conception of Christianity soon earns him the enmity of 
the Church, society, and the police. Like so many of Perez 
Gald6s's characters, Nazarin belongs to the great tradition of 
Spanish madmen. His madness consists of taking Christianity 
seriously and attempting to live according to its gospel. He is a 
madman who refuses to admit that what we call reality is really 
reality and not just a horrible caricature of true reality. Like Don 
Quixote, who saw his Dulcinea in a farm girl, Nazarin can make 
out the image of fallen man in the monstrous features of the 
prostitute, Andra, and the hunchback, Ujo, and recognize the 
face of divine love in the erotic delirium of a hysterical woman, 
Beatriz. In the course of the film-in which there are many 
scenes where Buiiuel is at his greatest and most awesome, for 
here his fury is more concentrated than ever and thus more 
explosive-we are witness to the attempt to 'cure' the madman. 
He is rejected by one and all: by those who are powerful be­
cause they look on him as a nuisance and ultimately a dangerous 
troublemaker; by the insulted and injured because they need 
another, more effective kind of consolation. He is not only per-
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secuted by the authorities; he is constantly a victim of misun­
derstandings. If he seeks alms he is accused of being a social 
parasite; if he seeks work, he is accused of taking the bread from 
the mouths of other laborers. Even his women disciples, rein· 
carnations of Mary Magdalene, have ambivalent feelings about 
him in the end. Thrown into jail as a result of his good works, 
the ultimate revelation comes to him there behind bars: his own 
'goodness' and the 'evil' of one of his fellow prisoners, a murderer 
and a robber of churches, are equally useless in a world that 
worships efficiency as the supreme value. 

"Faithful to the tradition of the Spanish madman, from 
Cervantes to Perez Gald6s, Bufiuel's Blm recounts a loss of illu­
sions. For Don Quixote the illusion was the spirit of chivalry, 
for Nazarln Christianity. But there is something else besides. As 
the image of Christ pales in Nazarin's consciousness, another 
image begins to take its place: that of man. By putting before us 
a series of exemplary episodes, in the true sense of the word, 
Bufiuel makes us witnesses of a twofold process: the gradual 
fading away of the illusion of divinity and the discovery of the 
reality of man. The supernatural yields its place to the marvel­
ous: human nature and its powers. This revelation is embodied 
in two unforgettable moments : the scene where Nazarfn offers 
the consolations of the beyond to the dying woman in love, who 
clutches the photograph of her lover and answers: 'Heaven no, 
Juan yes'; and the scene at the end when Nazarln first refuses 
the alms of a poor woman and then accepts them after a mo· 
ment's hesitation-not as a charitable offering but as a sign of 
fraternity. Nazarfn the solitary man is no longer alone: he has 
lost God but he has found men." 

This short text appeared in the printed program given out at 
the showing of Nazarin at the Cannes Film Festival. It was 
feared-and doubtless for good reason-that the meaning of the 
film might be misunderstood. The risk of confusion that threat­
ens every work of art was even greater in this case because of 
the nature of the novel that inspired the film. Perez Gald6s's 
theme is the age-old conB.ict between evangelical Christianity 
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and its ecclesiastical and historical deformations. The hero of his 
book is a rebellious lllumtnato, a true protestant: he leaves the 
church but keeps his faith in God. Buiiuel's film is meant to dem­
onstrate the exact opposite: the disappearance of the figure of 
Christ in the conscience of a sincere and pure-hearted believer. 
In the scene with the dying girl, which is a transposition of 
Sade's Dialogue Between a Priest and a Dytng Man, the 
woman's words are an affirmation of the irreplaceable value of 
terrestrial love: if there is a heaven, it is here and now, at the 
moment of carnal embrace, not in a beyond where there is no 
time, where there are no bodies. In the prison scene, the sacrile­
gious thief is shown to be a creature no less absurd than the 
priest. The crimes of the thief are as illusory as the sanctity of 
Nazarfn: if there is no God, there is also no sacrilege and no 
salvation. 

Nazarln is not Buiiuel's best film, but it is typical of the duality 
that governs his entire work. On one hand, ferocity and lyricism, 
a world of dreams and blood that immediately calls to mind two 
other great Spaniards, Quevedo and Goya. On the other hand, a 
bare, spare style that is not at all Baroque and results in a sort of 
exaggerated sobriety. The straight line, not the Surrealist ara­
besque. The rigor of rational thought: each one of his films, from 
L'Age r!or to Viridtana, unfolds like a logical proof. The most 
violent and most freely soaring imagination in the service of a 
syllogism as sharp as a knife, as irrefutable as a boulder: Buf.uel's 
logic is the implacable reason of the Marquis de Sade. This 
name sheds light on the relation between Buiiuel and Surreal­
ism: without this movement Buiiuel would still have been a poet 
and a rebel, but thanks to it, he was able to hone his weapons 
to a keener edge. Surrealism, which revealed Sade's thought to 
him, was not a school where he learned the uses of delirium, but 
rather the uses of reason: without ceasing to be poetry, his 
cinematic poems became criticism. Within the closed arena of 
criticism, delirium spread its wings and clawed its own chest with 
its sharp talons. A Surrealism of the bull ring, but also a critical 
Surrealism: the bullfight as philosophical argument. 
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In a major text of modem letters, De la Utt�rature conslcUr�e 
comme une tauromachie [Literature as Tauromachy], Michel 
Leiris says that he was fascinated by the bullflght because it is a 
perfect blend of danger and style: the diestro ( one of the Span­
ish words for the bullflghter, meaning "the man of skill") must 
meet the bull's attack without losing his composure. This is true: 
when we die and when we kill, impeccable manners are abso­
lutely necessary, at least if one believes, as I do, that these two 
biological acts are also rites, ceremonies. In the bullfight, danger 
takes on the dignity of form and form the truthfulness of death. 
The bullfighter strictly complies with a form at the risk of his 
life. It is what we call temple in Spanish: a cool boldness, a well­
tempered musical harmony, stubborn courage and flexibility. 
The bull.Sghter, like the photographer, must calculate his ex­
posures, and Buii.uel's style, by deliberate aesthetic and philo­
sophical choice, is one of exposure. Exposing oneself, taking 
risks. To expose is also to exhibit, to bare, to demonstrate. 
Bufiuel's Sims are a process of exposure: they reveal human 
realities by subjecting them to the light of criticism, as though 
they were photographic plates. Buii.uel's bullfighting is a philo­
sophical discourse and his films are the modem equivalent of 
the philosophical novels of the Marquis de Sade. But Sade, while 
an original philosopher, was only an average artist: he failed to 
realize that art, which takes rhythm and litany to its bosom, re· 
fuses to tolerate mechanical repetition and reiteration. Bufiuel is 
an artist, and if his films are open to criticism, it is on philo· 
sophical rather than aesthetic grounds. 

The argument underlying Sade's entire reuvre can be reduced 
to a single idea: man is his instincts, and the real name of what 
we call God is fear and frustrated desire. Our morality is a codi­
fication of aggression and humiliation: reason itself is only an 
instinct that knows it is an instinct and therefore fears itself. 
Sade did not endeavor to demonstrate that God does not exist: 
he took it for granted. He tried to show what human relations 
would be like in a truly atheist society. This is what constitutes 
his real originality, and what explains the absolute consistency 
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of all his writings. The archetypes of a republic of truly free men 
is the "Society of the Friends of Crime"; and the archetype of 
the true philosopher is this libertine ascetic who managed to 
reach a state of perfect insensibility, moved neither to laughter 
nor to tears. Sade's logic is unassailable and circular: it destroys 
God but it does not respect man. His system is open to criticism 
on many grounds, but we cannot possibly accuse him of incon­
sistency. His negation embraces everything: if he affirms any­
thing at all, it is the right to destroy and be destroyed. Buii.uel's 
criticism has a limit: man. All our crimes are the crimes of a 
ghost: God. Buiiuel's theme is not man's guilt but God's. This 
idea, present in all his films, is most explicit and most frankly ex­
pressed in L'Age clor and Viridiana, which, with Los olvtdados, 
seem to me to be his most fully developed and most perfect 
creations. If Buiiuel's muvre is a criticism of the illusion of God, 
that deforming mirror which does not allow us to see man as he 
is, what are men really like, and what meaning will the words 
love and brotherhood have in a truly atheist society? 

Sade's answer doubtless does not satisfy Buiiuel. Nor do I be­
lieve that he is content at this point with the descriptions to be 
found in philosophical and political utopias. Apart from the fact 
that these prophecies cannot be proved to be either true or 
false, at least for the present, it is obvious that they are not 
consonant with what we know about man, his history, and his 
nature. To believe in an atheist society governed by natural har­
mony-a dream we have all had-would today be tantamount 
to repeating Pascal's wager, though this time the bet would be 
precisely the opposite. It would be more of an act of desperation 
than a paradox: it would earn our admiration, but not our ap­
proval. I do not know how Buiiuel would answer such questions. 
Surrealism, which denied so many things, was propelled along 
by a great gust of generosity and faith. Among its ancestors we 
find not only Sade and Lautreamont but also Fourier and Rous­
seau. And at least for Andre Breton, it was perhaps the two lat­
ter who were the real source of the movement: the celebration 
of man's passions, the limitless trust in man's natural powers. I 
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do not know whether Buiiuel feels more of an affinity with Sade 
or with Rousseau; most probably the two of them are at war 
within him. Whatever his beliefs in this regard, it is certain that 
we will not find a reply to either Sade or Rousseau in his films. 
Whether due to reticence, timidity, or disdain, his silence is dis­
turbing, not only because he is one of the great artists of our 
time, but also because it is the silence of all the art of the first 
half of this century. Since Sade, no one to my knowledge has 
dared describe an atheist society. Something is missing in the 
works of our contemporaries : not God but men without God. 

Forms of Atheism 

It is almost impossible to write about the death of God. It is not 
a suitable subject for a dissertation, even though for more than a 
half century it has occasioned hymns of rejoicing and hallelujahs. 
This vast and sometimes unreadable literature does not exhaust 
the subject: everything we say and do today bears the mark 
of this event. Whether implicit or explicit, atheism is universal. 
But we must make a distinction between various brands of 
atheists : those who believe they believe in a living God and who 
really think and live as though he had never existed: these are 
the real atheists and most of our fellow citizens are of this per­
suasion; the pseudoatheists, for whom God has not died because 
he never existed, though they nonetheless believe in one or 
another of his successors ( reason, progress, history ) ;  and finally 
those who accept his death and try to live their lives within this 
unprecedented perspective. These latter are a minority that can 
be divided in turn into two groups : those who do not resign 
themselves, and like Nietzsche's Madman, intone their Requiem 
aeternam deo in empty churches; and those for whom atheism 
is an act of faith. Both groups live the death of God religiously, 
lightheartedly, and gravely. Lightheartedly, because they live 
as though a great weight had been removed from their shoulders; 
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gravely, because with the disappearance of the divine power, 
the support of all creation, the very ground beneath their feet 
is shaky. Without God the world has become lighter and man 
heavier. 

The death of God is a chapter in the history of the world's 
religions, like the death of the Great Pan or the sudden disap­
pearance of Quetzalcoatl. It is also a phase of the modem con­
sciousness. This phase is a religious one. It is religious in a very 
special way, however, and living through this particular mo­
ment calls for a frame of mind that is a combination, in varying 
proportions, of rigorous thought and passionate faith. Like any 
other moment, it is transitory; like every religious moment, it is 
crucial. Bathed in the light of the divine, the religious moment 
shines brightly and says : forever. It is human time suspended 
from eternity by a thread, the thread of supernatural presence; 
if this thread breaks, man falls. The moment that the atheist 
lives is crucial for the opposite reason: his horizon is the total 
absence of supernatural presence. As in the religious moment, in 
the moment of the atheist, too, human time is accepted as fra­
gility and contingency in the face of an extratemporal dimension: 
the absence of God, like His presence, is eternal. The positive 
religious moment is the end of profane time and the beginning 
of sacred time: this end is a resurrection. The negative re­
ligious moment is the end of eternity and the beginning of 
profane time: this beginning is a fall. There is no resurrection 
because the beginning is an end: the atheist falls into an eternity 
of successive time in which each minute repeats some other min­
ute. What he has been condemned to is not the pains of hell 
but repetition. The positive religious moment is a conversion; 
the negative moment is a reversion. For the believer this mo­
ment is an appeal and a response; for the atheist, a silence with­
out appeal. 

The atheist's reaction to the silence that results from the death 
of God is incredulous surprise. Suddenly, literally beside himself, 
dumped into the world outside himself, he shouts : "I am trying 
to find Godl" A cry that makes no sense because he knows that 
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"we all killed him together: you killed him and I killed him. 
We are all his murderers." The Madman lmows that God is 
dead because he killed him. Perhaps that is why he cannot re­
sign himself to his death and literally cannot believe what he 
says. So he shouts and sings, tortures himself and rejoices. He is 
beside himself. The death of God has exiled him from his own 
being and made him deny his human essence. The Madman 
wants to be a god because he is searching for God. The other 
sort of atheist faces up to what has happened in an equally reli­
gious and no less contradictory frame of mind: he lmows that 
the death of God is not a fact but a belief. And he believes. But 
what can he base his belief on, how can he manifest his faith, in 
what form can he embody it? It is an empty belief. Both cases 
involve something that scarcely satisfies the demands of human 
reason. The incredulity of the Madman is a fit of delirium that 
cannot answer one major argument: if God is still alive, it means 
that the moment of his death was also that of his resurrection. 
The credulity of the other sort of atheist also defies logical proof: 
if it is a belief, who and what is there to prove that it is true? 
There is no one who can testify to it or confirm it. It is an anony­
mous truth since no one embodies it or accepts it save the athe­
ist, and he embodies it as a negation. The atheist's certainty is a 
very odd sort of thing: he is a believer only if he believes in 
nothing. 

Nietzsche saw the difficulties of atheism with blinding clarity. 
They seemed to him to be insuperable, at least so long as man 
continued to be merely man. For that reason, in order to really 
fulfill itself, to "surpass itself," his "nihilism" required the advent 
of the superman. Only the superman can be an atheist because 
only he lmows how to play the game. In the famous passage in 
The Gay Science, the Madman, after havirag announced the 
murder of God in public squares and marketplaces, says that 
this is an act that is excessive by human standards : ''Never has a 
more magnificent act been committed, and because of it those 
who are born after us will be part of a more illustrious history 
than any other . . .  ," Though the magnitude of this crime over· 
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whelms us, has another breed of men capable of bearing this 
terrible burden already been born? And if not, are there signs 
that such a breed will appear in the future? Nietzsche announced 
the death of God in 1882; it is not presuming too much to say 
that the superman has not yet been born. . . . The Madman 
knows that once God is dead, man must live like a god: man 
must go beyond the limits of his own being, leave his own na­
ture behind and assume the burden, the risk, and the pleasure 
of divinity. The death of God forces him to change his nature, 
to stake his own life in the gamble for divine life. From now on, 
man must look on all of life, his own life and that of the cosmos, 
from the viewpoint of a god: as a game. All of creation is a 
game, a representation. Nietzsche says again and again : in our 
time what counts is art, not truth. Man works and learns; the 
gods play and create. Whole worlds rested in the hand of God; 
now it is man who must support them. They weigh no more 
than they did yesterday, nor is it their weight that flings man 
into the precipice of time without end. Our abyss is not the 
cosmic infinite but death. Man bears the mark of contingency­
and knows it. He thus cannot play like a god. Gravity, his origi­
nal ponderousness, rivets him to the earth. He does not dance 
on the heights; he dances over a bottomless pit. Man remembers 
his fall and his dance is a dance of terror. 

Nietzsche's subject is not the death of God but his murder. 
Even though the philosophical name of the murderers is will to 
power, the real guilty parties are each and every one of us. The 
death of God can be viewed as a historical fact, that is to say, we 
may believe that he died a natural death, from old age or some 
illness. In this case, we must look not to philosophy or theology 
for a diagnosis, but to the history of the ideas and beliefs of the 
West. It is a familiar one. The idea of a single god may have 
appeared Brst in Egypt. This solar divinity of a great empire 
then underwent a series of metamorphoses: a tribal god who 
supplants a volcanic deity, the lord of a chosen people, the 
redeemer of mankind, the creator and king of this world and the 
other world. Although the Greeks and Romans had philoso-
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phized about Being and conceived of the Idea and the Unmoved 
Mover, the notion of a single Creator was foreign to them. 
There is an insuperable contradiction between the Judeo-Chris­
tian God and the Being of pagan metaphysics : the attributes of 
Being are not applicable to a personal god who is a creator and 
a savior. Being is not God. And, what is more: Being is incom­
patible with any sort of monotheism. Being is necessarily either 
atheistic or polytheistic. God, our God, was a victim of philo­
sophical infection: the Logos was the virus, the cause of death. 
Thus the history of philosophy purges us of guilt for the death 
of God: we were not the murderers; it was time and its acci­
dents. Perhaps this explanation is merely a subterfuge. On close 
examination, this argument does not hold water: God died 
within a Christian society, and died precisely because that so­
ciety was not Christian enough. Our conversion from paganism 
was so far from total that we Christians have used pagan philos­
ophy to kill our God. Philosophy was the weapon, but the hand 
that wielded it was our hand. We are obliged to go back to 
Nietzsche's idea: within the perspective of the death of God, 
atheism can only be experienced as a personal act--even though 
this thought is unbearable and intolerable. Only Christians can 
really kill God. 

I am barely acquainted with the world's other great monothe­
ism. But I suspect that Islam has experienced difficulties simi­
lar to those Christianity has undergone. Finding it impossible to 
discover any rational or philosophical ground for belief in a 
single God, Abu Hamid Ghazali writes his Incoherence of Phi­
losophy; a century later, Averroes answers with his Incoherence 
of Incoherence. • For Moslems, too, the battle between God and 
philosophy was a fight to the death. In this instance God won, 
and a Moslem Nietzsche might have written: "Philosophy is 
dead; we all killed it together; you killed it and I killed it." In 
India there is no one divinity that has created the world and will 

• Henri Corbin prefers to translate the titles of these two works as The 
Self-Destruction of the Philosophers and The Self-Destruction of Self-De· 
struction, respectively ( Histoire de Ia philosophie islamiq•re, 1964 ).  
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destroy it-these functions are the responsibility of specialized 
gods. Indians saved God from the twofold imperfection of creat­
ing and of creating imperfect worlds and creatures. In reality 
they did away with God: if God is not a creator, what kind of 
god is He? (.And if he is a creator . . .  ) The Hindu divinity is 
immersed in an abstract infinite self-contemplation. It is not in­
terested in human events, nor does it intervene in the march of 
time: it knows that everything is illusion. Its inactivity does not 
affect believers : myriad minor gods look after their everyday 
needs. Not satisfied with the existence of many heavens and 
many hells, each one populated by innumerable gods and 
demons, the Buddhists conceived the idea of Bodhisattvas, 
beings ( or rather non beings ) who share both the impassible 
perfection of the Buddha and the active compassion of the minor 
divinities : they are not gods but metaphysical entities endowed 
with redeeming passion. India could dispense with the idea of a 
Creator because it had already critically examined the notion of 
time. If true reality is motionless Being-or its contrary, the 
equally motionless Nothingness of Buddhism-time is unreal 
and illusory. There would have been no point in inventing a 
God who is the creator of an illusion. 

The d.i.fficulties of atheism in the West stem from the notion 
of time: if time is real, the God who creates it must exist before 
time. He is its origin and its support. Nietzsche attempted to 
resolve this mind-boggling puzzle by means of the Eternal Re­
turn: the death of God is a moment in circular time, an end that 
is a beginning. But this cyclical time results in another contra­
diction: the time of the death of God will be followed by that of 
his resurrection. As Nerval put it: "Ils reoiendront, ces Dieu:c que 
tu pleures toufoursr• The Eternal Return converts God into a 
manifestation of time, but it does not abolish him. In order to be 
done with God, time must be done away 'A-ith : this is the lesson 
of Buddhism. If we were to venture to formulate a criticism of 
time as radical as that of Buddhism, it would have to be on en-

• !hose Gods whose deaths you still mourn will return!" 
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tirely different grounds. Whereas the Buddha confronted a time 
that was cyclical, our time is linear, successive, and unrepeat­
able. For us, God is not in time but before time. . . .  Perhaps 
atheism is a problem of position: not our position vis-a-vis God 
but of God vis-a-vis time. A problem of conceiving of God after 
time. Of thinking of time as having an end-and a purpose: not 
the creation of a supe1man but the creation of a real God. Such a 
God could be thought of without anguish and inner conflict, be­
cause he would be not the Creator but the Creature. Not a child 
of ours but the Child of time who is born when time dies. A prob­
lem of conceiving of time not as succession and an infinite fall, 
but as a finite creative principle: a God developing in the once­
empty womb of the instant. If the atheist could conceive of a 
God that awaits him at the end of time, would this resolve the 
contradiction and put an end to his rage and remorse? God has 
not died and no one has killed him: he has not been born yet. 
This notion is no less terrifying than Nietzsche's since it leads to 
a conclusion that the West has rejected with horror from the very 
beginning of its history: the end of time. Will those of us who 
have killed God dare to kill time? 

Nihilism and Dialectics 

God and philosophy could not live together peacefully: can phi­
losophy survive without God? Once its adversary has disap­
peared, metaphysics ceases to be the science of sciences and 
becomes logic, psychology, anthropology, history, economics, 
linguistics. What was once the great realm of philosophy has to­
day become the ever-shrinking territory not yet explored by the 
experimental sciences. If we are to believe the logicians, all that 
remains of metaphysics is no more than the nonscientific resid­
uum of thought-a few errors of language. Perhaps tomorrow's 
metaphysics, should man feel a need to think metaphysically, will 
begin as a critique of science, just as in classical antiquity it 
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began as a critique of the gods. This metaphysics would ask it­
self the same questions as classical philosophy, but the start­
ing point oi the interrogation would not be the traditional one 
before all science but one after the sciences. It is difficult to 
imagine man returning to metaphysics. Having been so deeply 
disappointed by science and technology, he will seek a poetics. 
Not the secret of immortality or the key to eternal life : the 
source of movement and change itself, the stream that fuses life 
and death in a single image. 

The death of God implies the disappearance of metaphysics, 
even if we do not accept Heidegger's interpretation of 
Nietzsche's phrase. In his remarkable study-perhaps the best 
ever written on the subject-Heidegger tells us that the word 
God designates not only the Christian God but the suprasensible 
world in general: "God is the name Nietzsche gives to the sphere 
of Ideas and Ideals." If this were true, the death of God would 
be merely one episode in a vaster drama: a chapter, the last one, 
in the history of metaphysics. I do not believe this to be the case. 
Nietzsche's Madman does not say that God has died a natural 
or historical death; he says that we have murdered him. This is a 
personal act, and we may understand the grandeur of our era 
only if we think of it as a crime committed by each and all of us. 
But even if God is regarded as having died a natural or philo­
sophical death, his disappearance will inevitably lead to the 
death of metaphysics: thought has now lost its object, its obsta­
cle. The philosophy of the West fed on God's flesh; once divinity 
has disappeared, thought perishes. Without sacred food, there is 
no metaphysics. 

Once having devoured the pagan gods, classical metaphysics 
erected its beautiful systems. When all its enemies had been 
annihilated, it disintegrated into sects and schools ( Stoicism, 
Epicureanism ) or dwindled away in the attempt to found reli­
gions ( Neoplatonism ) .  This last undertaking proved to be fruit­
less : metaphysics receives its sustenance from religion but it is 
not a creator of religions. Philosophical schools, on the other 
hand, gave the ancients something that our modem philosophies 
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have failed to give us: wisdom. None of our philosophies has 
produced a Hadrian or a Marcus Aurelius. Or even a Seneca. 
Our Marxist philosophers prefer "self-criticism" to hemlock. 
Modem philosophy has admittedly given us a politics, and our 
revered philosophers go by the names of Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin, 
and Mao Tse-tung. The descent from these first two names to 
the last two is a dizzying one. In less than fifty years, Marxism, 
which Marx defined as a critical system of thought, has turned 
into a scholastic philosophy of executioners ( Stalinism ) and the 
elementary catechism of seven hundred million human beings 
( Maoism ) .  The source of modem "wisdom" is not philosophy 
but art. And it is not "wisdom" but madness, a poetics. In the 
last century it went by the name of Romanticism, and in the 
first half of our century by the name of Surrealism. Neither phi­
losophy nor religion nor politics has been able to withstand the 
attack of science and technology. But art has borne up under 
the onslaught. Dadaists-above all Duchamp and Picabia­
exploited technology to make a mockery of it: they turned it 
into something useless. Modern art is a passion, a critique, and a 
cult. It is also a game and a form of wisdom-the wisdom of 
madness. 

Pagan philosophy created no religion of its own, but it killed 
the new religion. Christianity brought Plato and Aristotle back to 
life, and from that point on, God and Being, the One and the 
Only, were locked in mortal embrace. Reason absorbed God 
and crowned itself queen: if it was no longer possible to adore 
a rational God, divine reason at least might be worshiped. Kant 
dethroned reason. Undermined by his criticism as it had itself 
undermined the idea of God, reason became dialectics. The 
transition from the dialectics of spirit to dialectical materialism 
was the last chapter. The relation between Marx and philosophy 
is analogous to that between Nietzsche and Christianity. In both 
cases the crucial factor is a personal act that lays claim to being 
a universal method; there is no such thing as a history of philos­
ophy: there are philosophers within history. Nietzsche destroyed 
the principles or the foundations of metaphysics by turning them 
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upside down, a process that resulted in the subversion of all 
values. Marx's method was similar. As he himself says, his one 
aim was to put dialectics back in its natural position : feet down 
and head up. The sensible, the material world, was the founda­
tion of the universe, and the old foundation, the idea, was its 
expression. To Marx the word natural means something beyond 
the usual meaning of the word. It is more than a return to the 
old materialism. Marx's nature is historical. His great originality 
lies in his humanization of matter: human action, praxis, makes 
the opaque natural world intelligible. He attempted thereby to 
escape the contradiction of traditional materialism, but in so 
doing he created another pair of opposites that none of his fol­
lowers has been able to reconcile: the nature/ spirit dichotomy 
reappears as a nature/history duality. If nature is dialectical, his­
tory is part of nature and the entire theory of praxis-human 
action that converts matter into history-turns out to be super­
B.uous; the distinction between dialectical materialism and the 
old materialism of the eighteenth century turns out to be illu­
sory: Marxism is not a historicism but a naturalism. The other 
possibility is equally contradictory: if nature is not dialectical, a 
dichotomy appears and there is again a dualism. 

According to Heidegger, the method of "total nihilism" in­
volves not so much the change of values or their devaluation as 
the reversal of the value of values. Denying that the suprasensi­
ble-the Idea, God, the Categorical Imperative, Progress-is the 
supreme value does not necessarily imply the total destruction 
of values but rather the appearance of a new principle as the 
source and basis of all values. This principle is life. And life in its 
most direct and aggressive form: the will to power. The essence 
of life is will, and will expresses itself as power. I am not at all 
certain that the essence of life is the will to power. In any event, 
it does not seem to me to be the source or the origin of value, 
its underlying cause; nor do I believe that it is its foundation. 
The essence of the will to power can be summed up in the word 
more. It is an appetite: not more being, but being more. Not 
being, but a passionate wish to be. This passionate wish to be is 



1 2 0  O C T A V I O  P A Z  

the wound through which the will to power is drained of its 
blood. Just as movement cannot be the cause or the principle of 
movement (who moves it, what supports it? ) ,  the will to power 
is not being but an urge to be and therefore incapable of becom­
ing its own foundation or the foundation of values. It is by na­
ture a going-beyond-itself; in order to discover its reason for 
being, its prime cause, its principle, its impetus must be totally 
expended, it must go on to the very end: a return to the begin­
ning. Implicit within the Eternal Return of the Same is a new 
subversion of values : the restoration of the Idea, of the supra­
sensible, as the foundation of value. Neither the will to power 
nor the Idea are principles: they are only moments of the Eter­
nal Return, recurring phases of the Same. 

Reason encounters similar difficulties when it confronts dialec­
tical materialism. Dialectics is the manner of being, the form in 
which matter, the only true reality, manifests itself; matter in 
motion is the foundation of all values. But there is a contradic­
tion between matter and dialectics : the so-called laws of dialec­
tics are not observable in the processes and transformations of 
matter. If they were, matter would cease to be matter: it would 
be history, thought, or Idea. On the other hand, dialectics can­
not be its own foundation because by its very nature it denies it· 
self the moment it affirms itself. It is perpetual rebirth and per­
petual death. If the will to power is continually threatened by 
the return of the Same, dialectics is similarly threatened by its 
own movement: every time it affirms itself, it denies itself. In 
order not to cancel itself out, it needs some sort of ground, some 
principle prior to movement. If Marxism rejects Spirit or the 
Idea as its foundation, and if matter also cannot be its founda­
tion, the Marxist is trapped in a vicious circle. In the case of both 
the will to power and the dialectics of matter, the sensible is 
"an implicit denial of its essence." This essence is precisely what 
both Nietzsche's doctrine of the will to power and Marxist dia­
lectics do away with: the suprasensible as the foundation of 
reality, the original principle and the reality of all realities. Both 
tendencies lead in the end to nihilism. Nietzsche's nihilism is 
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aware of its own nature, and therefore is "total" : it looks forward 
to nothing but the return of the Same and at this particular 
point in history it is in essence a game: a tragedy being staged, 
art. Marx's nihilism is not aware of its own nature. Although 
it is Promethean, critical, and philanthropic in spirit, it is none­
theless nihilistic. 

Dialectical materialism and the Nietzschean doctrine of the 
will to power succeeded in bringing about a subversion of values 
that both lightened our burden and tempered our souls. But 
they have now lost their power of contagion. 0 Both tendencies 
are essentially a drive for more, but as this awesome energy 
accelerates, its force decreases. Today the best expression of this 
drive for more is not thought ( art  or politics ) but technology. 
The inversion of values wrought by technology leads to a deval­
uation of all values, not excluding those of Marxism and those 
of Nietzsche. Life ceases to be an art or a game and becomes "a 
technique for living." The same thing happens in the realm of 
politics : the technician and the expert replace the revolutionary. 
Socialism no longer means the transformation of human relations 
but economic development, the raising of the standard of living, 
and the utilization of the labor force as a lever in the struggle 
for power and world supremacy. Socialism has become an ideol­
ogy, and in those countries where it has won the day, it is a new 
form of alienation. The superman has not yet been born, even 
though 

·
men today have a power that a Caesar or an Alexander 

never dreamed of. Technological man is a combination of 
Prometheus and Sancho Panza. The American : a titan enamored 
of progress, a fanatical giant who worships "getting things done" 
but never asks himself what he is doing nor why he is doing it. 
His activity is not creative play but mindless sport: he drops 
bombs in Vietnam and sends messages home on Mother's Day; 
he believes in sentimental love and his sadism goes by the name 
of mental hygiene; he razes cities and visits his psychiatrist. He 
is still tied by his umbilical cord even though he is the explorer 

• Marxism has lost this power as a philosophy, but not as a revolutionary 
"ideology" of the "underdeveloped" countries. 
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of outer space. Progress, solidarity, good intentions, and despic­
able acts. He does not suffer from hubris; he is simply lawless, 
perpetually repentant and perpetually self-satisfied. , , . These 
reflections are not a complaint. Our world is no worse than yes­
terday's, nor will the world of tomorrow be any better. More­
over, there is no possible way of returning to the past. Marx's 
and Nietozsche's criticism of our values was so radical that noth­
ing remains of these constructs. Their criticism is our starting 
point, our only way of clearing a path that will lead us-where? 
Perhaps this where is not located in any future time or in any 
place further ahead, but there in this space and this time that 
is our very own present. Is there anything left? Art is what re­
mains of religion: the dance above the yawning abyss. Criti­
cism is what remains of dialectics: starting all over again. 

Person and Principle 

A remarkable recent study of the Hindu caste system by Louis 
Dumont ( Homo hferarchicus, Paris, 1966) is surprising confir­
mation, for me at least, of the remarks I have ventured with re­
gard to the difficulties of being atheistic in the West and monothe­
istic in India. This French Orientalist points out that castes are 
not units or elements in the same sense as the proletariat, the 
bureaucracy, the Army, or the Church: that is, corporations, 
social bodies, each different from all others. Castes cannot be 
described as substances; they are not classes, but a system of 
relations. Each caste, naturally, has it own distinguishing char­
acteristics : its own territory, occupation, function, diet, marriage 
customs, ceremonies, rituals, and so on. But these features are 
not what go to make up a caste: they define its relation to other 
castes. They are indicative of its position within the whole, 
characteristics distinguishing it rather than constituting it. What 
constitutes a caste is the over-all system; what defines it is its 
position within the system. This conception is the exact opposite 
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of ours: to our way of thinking, the individual is the basis of 
society, and both the individual and society are self-sufficient 
units. In the West, society is either a collection of individuals 
or a totality, something resembling a collective individual. When 
politicians call upon the people to "march forward as one," they 
are not merely mouthing a cliche: they are saying that the group 
is an individual, what the English tradition calls "the body poli­
tic." To us, the nation is a projection of the individual; in India, 
the individual is a projection of society. Our public law is em­
bodied in a constitution, a word that derives from the Latin 
word stare: to stand flrmly and immovably in one spot. It denotes 
the collective will to stand together as a single entity, as an in­
dividual. There is nothing similar in India. Every political and 
moral concept in that country-from the idea of monarchical 
rule to the hierarchical system that extends from the varnas to 
dharma-have nothing whatsoever to do with the idea of society 
as the common will. In the languages of India there is no word 
to designate the reality that we call a nation. 

The basic unit of Western thought is an indivisible entity, 
whether metaphysical ( being) ,  psychological ( the self) ,  or so­
cial (nation, class, political bodies ) .  This model, however, does 
not correspond to reality, and reality continually destroys it: 
dialectics, poetry, eroticism, mysticism, and in the realm of his­
tory, war and internal conflicts are the violent, spontaneous 
forms whereby Otherness reminds the One of its existence. The 
great discovery of modem thought in many different disciplines 
-from physics and chemistry to linguistics, anthropology and 
psychology-has in fact been the discovery of relationship; a 
totality of unstable, evanescent particles has taken the place of 
an ultimate irreducible element. The basic unit is now multiple, 
contradictory, insubstantial, ever-changing; hence contemporary 
thought has failed to corroborate the suppositions underlying the 
central traditions of the West. The archetype, the basic intel­
lectual framework of India, by contrast, is plurality, flux, rela­
tion; just as elements are combinations, the individual is a soci­
ety. The notions of interdependence and hierarchy are a natural 
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consequence of the basic idea of relation. We look upon the sys­
tem as an individual; the Hindus look upon the individual as a 
system. Our notion of the community of nations is that of an 
assembly of equals, at least potentially if not in actual fact; un­
derlying the caste system is the concept of a hierarchical inter­
dependence. In the West, individualism, equality, rivalry; in 
India, relation, interdependence, hierarchy. The idea of sub­
stance underlies our concepts; the caste system lacks substance: 
it is a chain of relations. To say that the world of castes is a 
world of relations is tantamount to saying that 

la caste partlcuU�re, l'homme partlculier, n'ont pas de substance; tls 
existent emplrlquement, tls n'ont pas d'�tre . . . .  L'tndivldu n'est pas. 
C'est pourquol, pour les hindous eux-m�mes, d�s qu'tls prennent un 
point de vue substantiallste, tout, 11 comprls les dleux, est l"�el: 
l'illustonlsme est tel en germe, sa popularite et celle du monlsme ne 
sauralent �tanner.• 

But before taking a look at how philosophical thought dissolves 
the gods, let us see how the popular imagination conceives of 
them. 

Time and again, my Hindu friends have tried to explain poly­
theism to me by means of a simple, and essentially European, 
formula: the gods are manifestations of the divine. But this ex­
planation does not tell us why the gods of India change name 
from region to region and from caste to caste. To call this phe­
nomenon an instance of syncretism is to offer a handy label for 
it rather than an interpretation of it; this syncretism would re­
quire explanation in tum. What is more, the position of the gods 
in the hierarchy and their meaning also change : in one place 
they are creators and in another destroyers. These changes are 

• ". . . any one caste, any one man has no real existence; they exist em· 
pirically, but they have no true essence . . . .  There Is no such thing as an 
individual. That is why everything, including the gods, is unreal to the 
Hindus themselves the moment they adopt a substantialist point of view: 
this is an embryonic form of illusionism, and the popularity of this concept 
and that of monism should not surprise us." 
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related to the calendar: there is a rotation of divinities, a divine 
revolution similar to that of the planets. The explanation offered 
by modern Hindus-that the names change but the god remains 
-is only a partial one, and, moreover, it too is European: it 
endows the divinities with substance, turns them into individ­
uals. The truth would seem to be precisely the opposite: the 
gods are interchangeable because they are nonsubstantial. They 
are at once the same and different because they have no auton­
omous existence; their being is not really being; it is the em­
bodiment of a momentary conjuncture of relations. The god is 
merely a cluster of attributes-propitious, harmful, and indiffer­
ent-being actualized within a given context. The meaning of 
the god-the actualization of this set of attributes or that­
depends on his position within the over-all system. Since the 
system perpetually rotates, the position of the gods continually 
shifts. 

There is one other peculiar feature: the god is almost always 
accompanied by consorts. Duality, a basic feature of Tantrism, 
permeates all of Hindu religious life: male and female, pure and 
impure, left and right. Lastly, the god is the possessor of a 
"vehicle"-Siva's bull, Ganesha's rat, Durga's lion-and is sur­
rounded by a multitude of familiars and parasites. Each couple 
rules over a great throng of minor divinities. Gods who con­
tinually change; a couple; a multitude: not individuals but rela­
tions. The Hindu pantheon is a hierarchy of crowds, a system of 
systems. It thus more or less mirrors the caste system. Nonethe­
less, it would be an error to consider it a mere reflection of the 
social structure, as proponents of an elementary sort of Marxism 
might maintain, for the caste system depends in turn on the 
distinction between the pure and the impure. Hindu society is 
religious and Hindu religion social. Everything fits together. The 
divine is not the godhead; nor is it an impersonal substance, a 
fluid. The divine is a society: a tissue of relations, a magnetic 
field, a phrase. The gods are something like the atoms, the cells, 
or the phonemes of the divine. 

I would like to offer a criticism of Dumont's theory here. It 
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seems to me that something essential is missing in his book on 
Hinduism: the description of what distinguishes human society 
from divine society. Some distinctive feature, note, or sign must 
separate the sacred from the profane, the pure from the impure, 
the castes from the divine multitudes. Dumont tells us how the 
system functions and describes its structure, but he fails to tell 
us what it is. His definition is not inaccurate: rather, it is formal, 
and therefore disregards the content of the phenomenon being 
studied. I will not discuss this point further, because my purpose 
here is not to examine the phenomenology of Hinduism but to 
outline the solution to this very same problem that has been 
arrived at by the Brahmins and Indian philosophy. 

The question may be stated, rather roughly, as follows: what 
is the divine? The answer, one as old as the Upanishads, is sim· 
pie and clear-cut: there is an impersonal being, forever identical 
with itself, a being impermeable to change that simply is, in 
which all the gods, all realities, times, and beings are dissolved 
and reabsorbed : Brahma. This notion reduces the heavenly and 
the earthly world, time and space, to a phantasmagorical unreality. 
Later on, a complementary notion appears : the being of man, 
Atman, is identical with the being of the world. Hence the sub­
ject is entirely eliminated. This absolute monism requires .a no 
less absolute denial of reality and time. What is more, this unal­
terable and indestructible being can be defined only in negative 
terms. It is not this or that or the other: neti, neti. It is neither 
the whole nor its parts; it is neither transcendence nor imma· 
nence; it is nowhere and yet it is always everywhere. Negation 
opened the door to Samkhya pluralism and Buddhism: the one 
step required was to apply the criticism of change and reality 
to the idea of Brahma and its correlative, Atman. Buddhism 
followed the road to its very end: there is neither being nor in· 
dividual selves; everything is causal relation. Samkhya pluralism 
postulated a godless nature ( prakriti ) and individual souls 
( purusha ) .  The fan of Hindu thought unfolds between these two 
extremes : an absolute monism and an equally absolute plural· 
ism. However profound the differences between these many 
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positions may appear to be, they are all dissolved or reconciled 
in the Bnal phase of philosophical meditation: moksha, nirvana. 
The annihilation, the reabsorption, or the liberation of the indi­
vidual ego is tantamount to the disappearance of one of the 
terms. Change, duality, time, the illusory reality of the self are 
done away with. Bhakti itself-amorous union of the worshiper 
with his deity-is no exception : however individual and sub­
stantialized Krishna may appear to us to be, he is merely an 
avatar of Vishnu, a manifestation of impersonal being, as the 
well-known and impressive passage in the Bhagavad-Gita tells 
us. 

The enormous effort of speculative thought to endow the 
divine system with substance, to convert a relationship into dis­
tinct and self-sufficient being, culminates either in an explicit 
monism ( the Vedanta) or an implicit monism ( Madhyamika 
Buddhism ) .  In all cases, the One wins out. This description would 
appear to be an oversimpliBcation, but in fact it is not too far 
from the truth: for all these pluralisms, Brst, lead to the idea 
of moksha or nirvana, which cancel out the differences between 
them; and secondly, the opposition between Hinduism and 
Buddhism-in their most extreme forms : the monism of Shan­
kara and the relativism of N agarjuna-is a complementary one. 
The white and the black version of a single line of thought: two 
parallel arguments, pursued with equal rigor, the one proving 
the unreality of everything that is not Being, the other the un­
reality of everything that is not Change. The affirmation of Being 
is arrived at through a series of absolute negations : neither this 
nor that. The affirmation of Change is also negative and abso­
lute: "In primitive Buddhism all elements are interdependent 
and real; in the new Buddhism, they are unreal because they are 
interdependent."• Being and sunyata ( absolute emptiness ) are 
identical: there is no way to speak of them except uttering the 
syllable no. In Sanskrit zero may be spoken of as either sunya 
(empty) or puma ( full ) .  

• T. Scherbatsky, Buddhist Logic ( 1962 ) .  
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We now have a clearer idea of what the shift from relation to 
unity entails. Relation disappears in one of two ways : it is either 
absorbed in Being or dissolved in Non-Being. It disappears but 
it is not transformed into a substance. Neither of these two con­
cepts with which it fuses-Being or Emptiness-bears any re­
semblance to what might appear to be parallel concepts in 
Western thought: the principle of sufficient reason, the prime 
cause, the ground. Neither the Being of the Vedanta nor the 
Emptiness of Buddhism is the ground or source of phenomenal 
reality: rather, they dissolve it. Man does not begin with them; 
he ends with them. They are the final truth. They are not at 
the beginning, like being, energy, spirit, or the Christian God; 
they are beyond, in a region that only negation can describe. 
They are liberation, the unconditioned; neither death nor life, 
but freedom from the chain of birth and death. In fact, they 
are not ontological concepts at all, at least not in the Western 
sense. Translating Brahma as Being and sunyata as Emptiness 
is something worse than a misuse of language: it is a spiritual 
infidelity. 

One of the results of this way of thinking is that the problems 
of time and creation are relegated to the background. The 
notion of a time that is irreversible and the correlative notion of 
a god who is the creator of this time are ideas that, strictly 
speaking, play no part in the logic of the system. They are 
superfluous ideas, concepts that are the products of illusion or 
sectarian curiosities. The idea of a personal god admittedly 
plays a very important role in Hindu religious life, but, as I have 
already noted, this god always appears as a manifestation or an 
avatar of another divinity who in turn is only a relation in the 
whole tissue of relations going to make up the divine system. 
Within Hindu speculation as a whole, deism is a secondary 
phenomenon. It is so in two respects : in the first place, as Hajime 
Nakamura points out, "the ultimate Absolute presumed by the 
Indian is not a personal god but an impersonal Principle";• and, 

0 Hajime Nakamura, Wavs of Thinking of Eastern Peoples ( 1964 ).  
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second, such a deity is a creator by error or inadvertence, a 
god misled by the power of illusion ( maya ) .  Or, as Nakamura 
puts it: "There is no maya in God himself but when he created 
the world . . • maya attaches itself to him. God is an illusory 
state." God has no Being. 

The Hindu Brahma does not correspond to our idea of Being: 
it is an empty, impersonal, substanceless concept-the other pole 
and the complement of the notion of relation. What I mean is 
this : the contrary of Being is Non-Being, and Greek and Euro­
pean metaphysics are built on this pair; the contrary of relation 
is the absence of relation, nullity, zero ( sunya ) .  The Hindu 
Absolute, Brahma, has no relations; the Buddhist Absolute, 
sunyata, knows nothing but unreal relations. Both are defined 
by absence, and both eliminate or absorb the contrary term : they 
cancel out relation. In the West, what is basic is affirmation : we 
view Non-Being from the point of view of Being. In India what 
is basic is negation: they see relation-the human world and the 
divine world-from the point of view of an Absolute that is 
defined negatively or is negation itself. The Non-Being of the 
West is subordinate to Being; it is lack of reality. Hindu relation, 
the vital flux, is subordinate to zero; it is an unreal excess. In the 
first case, the unity of Being is positive; in the second it is nega­
tive. Hence, in essence, Brahma is identical with sunyata: both 
are the No that is the answer of the Absolute both to relation­
the world, time, gods-and to discursive thought. We have a 
tendency to exaggerate the opposition between Brahma and 
sunyata, between the theory of Atman ( Being) and that of 
Anatta ( Non-Being ) ,  because we conceive of this opposition 
in terms of Western metaphysics. Thus Raymundo Panikar re­
grets that "Between the Parmenides of India and its Heraclitus, 
no Aristotle has as yet appeared . . .  to prove how the being that 
moves, changes, and is not Brahma, at the same time is not an 
unreal nothingness."• But I repeat: mediation is impossible be­
cause the opposition is not between Being and Non-Being, nor 

• Raymundo Panikar, Maya e Apocallsse ( 1966 ) .  
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between Being and Change, but between two concepts that 
have their roots in something entirely foreign to the Greek and 
European tradition. The thought of the West is based on the 
idea of substance, thing, element, being; that of India on rela­
tion, interpenetration, interaction, flux. It therefore defines the 
Absolute as the cessation of Change, that is to say, as negation 
of relation and action. India does not deny Being: it ignores it. 
It denies Change: it is maya, illusion. European thought does 
not deny relation : it ignores it. It affirms Change: Change is 
Being unfolding or manifesting itself. 

Negation and the idea of static balance or immobility are two 
constant features of Indian thought, both in Hinduism and in 
Buddhism. Nakamura points out how fond Indians are of nega­
tive expressions; they abound both in Sanskrit and Pali and in 
the modem languages of India. While the European speaks of 
"victory or defeat," an Indian speaks of "victory or nonvictory." 
He does not speak of peace, but of "nonviolence" and what we 
would call "diligence" he calls "nonlaziness." Change is "imper­
manence," and the person who has attained illumination or 
liberation "goes to a nonencounter with the King of the dead." 
The negative abstracts, impersonalizes, sucks the substance from 
ideas, names, acts. Nagarjuna summed up his entire doctrine in 
Eight Negatives. If the real is negation, change is unreal. For us, 
the real is positive and, therefore, change is not a synonym of 
unreality. Change may be an imperfect mode of being tn rela­
tion to essence, but it is not an illusion. For the Hindu, change 
is an illusion because it lacks any relation with the Absolute. 

The most notable-and the most basic--feature of Indian 
thought is the identification of reality with negation. Its concep­
tion of change is also a prominent feature. The Greek says : 
everything is in flux; the Hindu says : everything is impermanent. 
It is hard for a Westerner to conceive of Nothingness, and 
Heidegger has shown that it is literally unthinkable: it is the 
fathomless abyss above which metaphysical thought flaps its 
wings. In India it is Being that is difficult to conceive. Essence, 
the reality of all realities, is formless and nameless. For Plato, the 
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essence is the Idea: a fonn, an archetype. The Greeks invented 
geometry; Hindus the zero. To us, Hindu religion is atheistic. A 
Hindu might well reply that even our science and our atheism 
are steeped in monotheism. Time and change are real to us be­
cause they are modes of being-a being that emerges from chaos 
or nothingness and unfolds like an apparition. The divinities of 
the West are presences that radiate energy. Otto's notion of the 
numinous reflects our instinctive conviction that the godhead is a 
magnetic presence: the divine is the "fluid" of deity, its emana­
tion, its product. In India, the god is the product of the divine. 
For us, the divine is concentrated in a Person; for Hindus, it dis­
solves in the Impersonal. 

The Liberated Man and Liberators 

Nagarjuna's dialectic is a system of universal negation: the road 
to emptiness; in Hegel's dialectic, negation is a creative moment 
within the process and negativity the road to Being. In the 
Hegelian dialectic, contradiction "does not result in absolute 
nullity or Nothingness : it is essentially a negation of its own con­
tent."• Western philosophy has not been blind to the negativity 
inherent in the concept, but it has always viewed it as an aspect 
of the idea, being, or reality rather than an absolute, and cer­
tainly never as the Absolute. Hence the West has invented crea­
tive negation, revolutionary criticism, the contradiction that 
affirms the very thing it denies. India has invented liberation by 
way of negation and made it the nameless mother of all living 
creatures. These two contrary visions have in tum engendered 
two types of wisdom, two models of spiritual life: the liberator 
and the liberated man. For the latter, criticism is a means of 
letting go: his goal is not self-creation but self-abandonment; 
for the former, criticism is a means of creation: his goal is re-

• T. Scherbatsky, Buddhist Logic; (In the chapter on dialectics: "European 
parallels: Kant and Hegel"),  
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union with himself and with the world. The Hindu practices 
negation as an inner method: his goal is not to save the world 
but to destroy the world within himself; the European practices 
it as a penetration of reality, as a way of appropriating the 
world: through negation, the concept changes the world and 
makes him its master. The liberated man approaches criticism 
as an apprenticeship in silence; the liberator uses it to subject 
headstrong language to the rule of reason. The Hindu main­
tains that once language has reached a certain level, it lacks 
meaning; the Westerner has decided that anything that lacks 
meaning also lacks reality. In European thought, criticism deter­
mines the causes and structures of things and is such a delicate 
instrument of mediation that it has made indetermination itself 
a principle of physics. Indian negation, which is no less subtle 
than that of the West though it is applied to other phenomena, is 
intended to foster indetermination: its role is to open the door 
to the unconditioned . . . .  But perhaps it would be better to at­
tempt to draw the parallel from the point of view of anthropol­
ogy. I shall return to Dumont's book, an incomparable guide. 

As a way of comparing modem Western society with Hindu 
society, the French anthropologist, like his mentor Levi-Strauss, 
draws up a table of bipolar oppositions. The substantive in India 
is the religious pair pure-impure, a distinction that serves a5 the 
foundation of the social structure: a hierarchical society ( inter­
dependence and separation of castes ) .  In the West, the sub­
stantive is an a-religious one, the individual, which serves as the 
basis of an egalitarian society and the idea of nationhood. In 
India, the social structure is religious; in Europe, it is economic 
and political. Thus, the adjective in the Hindu world is the 
economico-political; in the West, the adjective is religious ( a  
private matter) .  The contradictions, which are also adjectival, 
arc: in India sects, and in the West totalitarianisms, racisms, 
classes, and social hierarchy (holdovers of an aristocracy, the 
Army, the Church, etc. ) .  All these oppositions can be summed 
up in two principal ones : man as a society ( hierarchical man ) ,  
and society a s  a n  individual ( egalitarian man ) .  Hierarchical 
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society is total but not totalitarian, and thus it has invented a 
way of escape for the individual man: the free life of the 
sannyasi, the sadhu, and the Buddhist and Jainist monks. Free­
dom is attained through renouncing the world: that is to say the 
duties and advantages of one's caste. Dumont finds no equiva­
lent in the Western tradition. The classical ideal of the sage, in 
fact, was so closely linked to the idea of the "polis" that there is 
little need to stress the fact that Greco-Roman wisdom was 
deeply social in nature. During the heyday of Christianity, the 
saints and the religious orders were active in this world, even 
though they were serving a divine cause and a divine truth. In 
India, on the other hand, the sannyasi lives outside of society: he 
escapes its rules and his activities are aimed neither at reforming 
the world nor at saving souls. 0 Is there anything in the modern 
Western world comparable to the institution of the sannyasi? 
Dumont does not think so. I believe there is: the rebel artist and 
the professional revolutionary. 

Both the vagabond seeking liberation and those who aspire to 
free mankind are outsiders in their respective societies. Thus we 
must first compare their relations to their worlds. The sannyasi 
does not fight the world: he denies it; the artist assumes a pose 
on the sidelines, jeering and scoffing at it; and the revolution­
ary actively opposes it: his goal is to destroy it and build a better 
one. The relationship of the sannyasi to his world is a religious 

• It ls quite true that those of us living In New Delhi in 1966 were witness 
to a popular demonstration headed by several hundred sadhus; a furious 
pitched battle with the police took place at the entrance to the Indian 
Parliament. It was a demonstration against the slaughter of cows, and 
therefore a religious act. I do not deny that in this case, as in others, those 
involved have been influenced by Western methods, if not Western ideas. 
Egalitarian ideology has not destroyed the caste system, but it threatens to 
tum it into something very dangerous: in a number of places the castes are 
now behaving like individuals and have become closed political corporations. 
Egalitarianism has undermined the notions of hierarchy and interdependence 
and has made the castes aggressive entities. Egalitarianism Is contradictory: 
it ls an attempt to found social harmony on equality and, at the same time, 
It opens the door to competition and rivalry. Its real name is envy. The same 
phenomenon can be observed In the "communalist" struggles, as the strug­
gles among Hindus, Moslems, and Sikhs are called. 
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one and one of indifference; that of the artist and revolu­
tionary is secular, active, and antagonistic. The reaction of soci­
ety is also different. The Hindu adopts an attitude of reverence 
and extreme benevolence toward the sannyasi. He may practice 
the most extravagant, cruel, or repulsive rites, uphold the most 
unconventional opinions, wander about either clothed or naked, 
as he pleases: such behavior in no way lessens his prestige or 
compromises his respectability. He is an untouchable, and, at the 
same time, his touch does not defile: it illuminates, it purifies. He 
is the holy exception, the sanctioned violation, the permissible 
transgression-fiesta incarnated in an individual. He is free of 
all relations, undefinable in terms of the caste system, a pure 
soul, wandering where he pleases. The artist is the man misun­
derstood, the eccentric; he lives in a closed group and even the 
section of town he lives in with his fellow artists is a dubious sort 
of place; the bourgeois, the proletarian, and the professor look 
upon him with suspicion. The revolutionary is the man hounded 
by the police of every country, the man with no passport and a 
thousand names, denounced by the press, and sought by the 
examining magistrate: any step taken to neutralize him is con­
sidered legitimate. Another surprising contradiction: once the 
artist is recognized, he returns to the world, he is a millionaire or 
a national glory, and if he is Mexican, he is buried in the Pan­
theon of Illustrious Men when he dies; once the revolutionary 
has taken over, he immediately sets up a Committee of Public 
Safety and persecutes dissidents even more cruelly than the for­
mer tyrant. The sannyasi, on the other hand, cannot return to 
the world, for if he does so he risks becoming an untouchable, a 
real one this time, one of those whose shadow defiles even the 
sacred waters of the Ganges. 

The Hindu ascetic aspires to liberation : ending the cycle of 
death and birth, destroying the self, dissolving himself in the un­
limited and unconditioned, doing away with this and thot, sub­
ject and object-entering the dark night of Negation with his 
eyes wide open. The artist seeks to realize himself or realize a 
work, rescue beauty or change the language, dynamite men's 
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consciousness or free their passions, do battle with death, com­
municate with men if only the better to spit on them. The revo­
lutionary seeks to abolish injustice, force us to be free, make us 
happy or virtuous, increase production and consumption, cast 
our passions in the perfect mold of geometry. Changing the 
world/changing life: these two formulas of Marx and Rimbaud, 
which affected Breton so deeply, sum up the modem wisdom of 
the West. If a sannyasi were to hear them and understand them, 
once he had recovered from his natural astonishment he would 
greet them with a roar of laughter that would interrupt for the 
space of an instant the meditation of all the Buddhas and the 
endless erotic embrace of Siva and Parvati. 





----------~----------
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Revolt, Revolution, Rebellion 

The word revuelta is not often used in Spanish. Most people 
prefer to use the words revoluci6n and rebeli6n. On first reflec­
tion, the contrary would seem more natural: the word revuelta 
is more popular and more expressive. In the year 1611, Covar­
rubias defines this latter concept as follows : "Rebolver es lr con 
chlsmerias de una parte a otra y causar enemistades y qulstiones: 
y a �ste llamamos rebolvedor y reboltoso, rebuelta la cuesti6n.''0 
The meanings of the Spanish word revuelta are numerous, rang­
ing from return to confusion to a mtxture of one thing with an­
other; all these meanings have to do with the idea of a recur­
rence of something accompanied by disorder and irregularity. 
None of these meanings is a positive one; none of them suggests 
that revuelta is a good thing. In a society such as that of seven­
teenth-century Spain, revuelta was regarded as the root of many 
evils : the confusion of classes, the return to primordial chaos, 
agitation, and disorder that threatens the very fabric of society. 
Revuelta was something that reduced distinctions to a formless 

• Joan Corominas: Dicclonarlo cntlco-etlmol6glco de Ia lengua Castellana. 
"Reboluer is to go about spreading gossip and causing enmity and quarrels: 
and we call such a person a reboluedor and a reboltoso, and the action, 
rebuelta." 

1 3 9 
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mass. For Bernardo de Balbuena ( the sixteenth-century Spanish 
poet ) ,  the foundation of civilization is the establishment of hier­
archies, thus creating a necessary inequality between individ­
uals; barbarism is a return to the state of nature, to equality. It 
is no easy task to determine when the word revuelta came to be 
used with the meaning of a spontaneous uprising of the people. 
The word revolte appears in French around 1500, in the sense 
of "a change of party," and does not take on the connotation of 
rebellion until a century later. Although the Littre dictionary 
indicates that revolte comes from the Italian rivoltare ( to turn 
inside out or upside down), Corominas believes that it may 
come from the Catalan revolt, temps de revolt. Whatever its 
origin, most Spanish-speaking people now use the word revolu­
ci6n, both in conversation and in writing, to refer to public dis­
turbances and uprisings. The word revuelta is reserved for riots 
or agitation with no clearly defined purpose. It is a plebeian 
word. 

There are marked differences in Spanish between the re­
voltoso, the rebelde, and the revolucionario. The first is a dis­
satisfied individual who is fond of intrigue and sows confusion; 
the second is someone who refuses to submit to authority, a dis­
obedient or unruly person; the third is a person who seeks to 
change institutions through the use of violence. ( I  use the defini­
tions in our dictionaries even though they seem to be inspired by 
Police Headquarters. )  Despite these differences, the three words 
are intimately related. This relationship is a hierarchical one: 
revuelta lives in the subsoil of the language; rebeli6n is individ­
ualist; revoluci6n is an intellectual word and refers more to the 
uprisings of entire peoples and the laws of history than to the 
deeds of a rebellious hero. Rebeli6n is a military term; it comes 
from the Latin bellum and evokes the image of civil war. Minor­
ities are rebels; majorities, revolutionaries. Although the origin 
of revoluci6n is the same as that of revuelta ( as is that of the two 
English words revolution and revolt, i.e., Latin volvere, to re­
volve, to tum art'und, to unroll ) ,  and although both words 
connote a return or a recurrence, the origin of revoluci6n is phil-
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osophical and astronomical: the return of the stars and the 
planets to their earlier position, rotation around an axis, the cycle 
of the seasons and historical eras. The connotations of return and 
movement in the word revolucion suggest an underlying order; 
these same connotations in the word revuelta suggest disorder. 
Thus revuelta does not imply any cosmic or historical vision; it 
is the chaotic or tumultuous present. In order for revolt to cease 
to be a mere passing disturbance and take its place in history, it 
must be transformed into a revolution. The same is true of rebel­
lion: the acts of the rebel, however daring they may be, are 
fruitless gestures if they are not based on a revolutionary doc­
trine. Ever since the end of the eighteenth century, the cardinal 
word of this triad has been revolution. Bathed in the light of the 
Idea, it is philosophy in action, criticism that has become an act, 
violence with a clear purpose. As popular as revolt and as gen­
erous as rebellion, it encompasses them and guides them. Revolt 
is the violence of an entire people; rebellion the unruliness of 
an individual or an uprising by a minority; both are spontaneous 
and blind. Revolution is both planned and spontaneous, a sci­
ence and an art. 

The discredit into which the word revuelta has fallen is due 
to a precise historical fact. It is a word that aptly expresses the 
unrest and the discontent of a people still under the sway of the 
idea that authority is sacred, even though it may rise up in arms 
against one specific injustice or another. Although it is egalitarian, 
revolt respects the divine right of the monarch : de rey abafo, 
ninguno. Its violence is the breaking of the ocean wave against 
the rocky clifF; the wave bathes the cliff in foam and retreats. The 
modem meaning of revolucion in Spain and Hispano-America 
was an importation by intellectuals. Revuelta, a popular, spon­
taneous word but one that pointed in no particular direction, 
was replaced by one that had philosophical prestige. The fact 
that the new word became a very fashionable one is indicative 
not so much of a historical revolt, a popular uprising, as of the 
appearance of a new power: philosophy. From the eighteenth 
century on, reason becomes a subversive political principle. The 
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revolutionary is a philosopher, or at least an intellectual: a 
man of ideas. The word revolutlon calls up many names and 
many meanings: Kant, the Encyclopedia, the Jacobin Terror, 
and, most vividly of all, the destruction of the order of privileges 
and exceptions and the founding of an order based not on au­
thority but on the free exercise of reason. The old virtues went 
by the names of faith, fealty, honor. All of them strengthened the 
social bond and each of them was related to a universally recog­
nized value: faith in the Church as the incarnation of revealed 
truth; fealty to the sacred authority of the monarch; honor to the 
tradition based on blood ties. These virtues had their counter­
part in the charity of the Church, the magnanimity of the king, 
and the loyalty of feudal subjects, whether villeins or great lords. 
Revolution is a word for the new virtue: justice. All the other 
new virtues-liberty, fraternity, equality-are based on it. It is 
a virtue that does not depend on revelation, power, or blood. As 
universal as reason, it admits of no exceptions and is equally 
far removed from arbitrariness and compassion. Revolution: a 
word belonging to the vocabulary of the just and the dealers of 
justice. A little later another word suddenly appears, one previ­
ously looked upon with horror: rebellion. From the very outset 
it was a romantic, bellicose, aristocratic word referring to out­
laws. The rebel: the accursed hero, the solitary poet, lovers who 
trample social conventions underfoot, the plebe of genius who 
defies one and all, the dandy, the pirate. Rebellion also has reli­
gious connotations. It refers not to Heaven but to Hell: the tower­
ing pride of the prince of darkness, the blasphemy of the titan 
in chains. Rebellion: melancholy and irony. Art and love were 
rebels; politics and philosophy revolutionaries. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, another word 
appears: reforrnlsta. T'nis word came not from France but 
from the English-speaking countries. The word was not a new 
one; what was new was its meaning and the aura surrounding 
it. An optimistic word and an austere one, an unusual combina­
tion of Protestantism and Positivism. This alliance of the old 
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heresy and the new, of Lutheranism and science, aroused the 
enmity of both the purists and the conservatives. There were 
good reasons for their hatred; the word concealed revolutionary 
contraband beneath its respectable outward trappings. It was a 
"decent" word. The place where it was heard most often was 
not in the haunts of the revoltosos or in the catacombs of the 
rebels, but in academic lecture halls and among the editorial 
staff of periodicals. The revolutionary appealed to philosophy; 
the reformist to the sciences, commerce, and industry: he was a 
fanatical admirer of Spencer and the railroads. Ortega y Gasset 
very cleverly, though perhaps not accurately, points out a basic 
difference between the revolutionary and the reformist :  the for­
mer tries to change customary uses; the latter, to correct abuses. 
If this were true, the reformist would be a rebel who had come 
to his senses, a Satan who is eager to collaborate with the powers 
that be. I say this because the rebel, unlike the revolutionary, 
does not attempt to undermine the social order as a whole. The 
rebel attacks the tyrant; the revolutionary attacks tyranny. I 
grant that there are rebels who regard all governments as tyran­
nical; nonetheless, it is abuses that they condemn, not power 
itself. Revolutionaries, on the other hand, are convinced that the 
evil does not lie in the excesses of the constituted order but in 
order itself. The difference, it seems to me, is considerable. As I 
see it, the similarities between the revolutionary and the reform­
ist are greater than the differences that separate them. Both are 
intellectuals, both believe in progress, both reject myths : their 
faith in reason is unswerving. The reformist is a revolutionary 
who has chosen the path of evolution rather than violence. His 
methods are different, but not his goals : the reformist also wants 
to change institutions. The revolutionary is an advocate of a sud­
den great leap forward; the reformist of one step at a time. Both 
believe in history as a linear process and as progress. Both are 
the ofFspring of the bourgeoisie, both are modem. 

Revolution is a word that implies the notion of cyclical time 
and therefore that of regular and recurrent change. But the 
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modem meaning of the word does not refer to an eternal return, 
the circular movement of worlds and stars, but rather to a sud­
den and definitive change in direction of public affairs. Cyclical 
time is brought to an end and a new rectilinear time begins. The 
new meaning destroys the old: the past will not return, and the 
archetype of events is not what has been but what will be. In its 
original meaning, revolution is a word that affirms the primacy 
of the past: anything new is a return. The second meaning im­
plies the primacy of the future: the gravitational field of the 
word shifts from the yesterday that is known to the tomorrow 
that is yet to be discovered. It is a cluster of new meanings: 
the pre-eminence of the future, the belief in continuous prog­
ress and the perfectibility of the species, rationalism, the dis­
credit of tradition and authority, humanism. All these ideas fuse 
in that of rectilinear time: history conceived as an onward 
march. This new cluster of meanings marks the sudden appear­
ance of profane time. Christian time was finite: it began with 
the Fall and ended in Eternity, the day after the Last Judgment. 
Modem time, whether revolutionary or reformist, rectilinear or 
spiral, is infinite. 

The change in meaning of the word revolution also affects the 
word revolt. Guided by philosophy, it becomes a prerevolution­
ary activity: it enters the realm of history and the future. The 
martial word rebellion, in tum, absorbs the old meanings of the 
words revolt and revolution. Like revolt, it is a spontaneous pro­
test against power; like revolution, it represents cyclical time 
that ceaselessly reverses top and bottom. The rebel, a fallen 
angel or a titan in disgrace, is the eternal nonconformist. His 
action is not engraved upon the rectilinear time of history, the 
realm of the revolutionary and the reformist, but on the circular 
time of myth : Jupiter will be dethroned, Quetzalcoatl will reap­
pear, Lucifer will return to heaven. During all of the nineteenth 
century, the rebel lives on the margin of society. Revolutionaries 
and reformists look upon him with the same mistrust as Plato 
passing judgment on poets, and for the same reason: the rebel 
prolongs the fascination of myth. 
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The Verbal Round 

The meanings of the three words revolt, rebellion, and revolu­
tion remained intact, but their position changed. It was a 
threefold change: these three words that were viewed with 
suspicion and disapproval ascend to the verbal heaven and re­
place three other venerable words : king, tradition, God. Within 
the triangle, revolution becomes the central word; and within 
each word the secondary meanings become the most important: 
revolt is not so much confusion as a popular uprising; rebellion 
ceases to be headstrong disobedience and becomes generous 
protest; revolution is not a return to origins but the creation of 
the future. As with the position of chromosomes in hereditary 
cells, these shifts were the cause of others in our system of be­
liefs and values. The words and the meanings were the same, 
but, like choreographic figures in a ballet or the rotation of the 
stars in the sky, the shift in position of these words revealed a 
different orientation of society. This change also produced a 
change in our vital rhythms. Rectilinear time, modern time, now 
comes to occupy the center of the verbal constellation, and 
circular time, the image of eternal perfection for Plato and 
Aristotle, abandons the sphere of reason and degenerates into a 
more or less unconscious belief. The idea of perfection becomes 
at once boundless and available to everyone: it is continuous 
progress, not by the individual but by mankind as a whole. 
The human species recovers its original innocence, since it is 
perfectible through its works rather than through divine grace; 
the individual man loses the possibility of perfection, since it is 
not he himself, but all of humanity that is the subject of this 
endless progress. The species goes on although the individual is 
doomed. Original sin disappears and at the same time Heaven is 
depopulated. This change in orientation of men's thoughts and 
actions is accompanied by a corresponding change of rhythm: 
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rectilinear time is accelerated time. The old time was governed 
by the past: tradition was the archetype of the present and the 
future. Modem time considers the past mere ballast, and 
throws it overboard. Technology has not been the creator of 
speed: it was the beginning of modem time that made the speed 
of technology possible. This is the meaning underlying the com­
mon phrase, "we live at a faster pace today." The feeling that 
everything has speeded up stems from the fact that we live face 
to face with the future, in a horizontal time and in a straight 
line. 

For a protagonist of modem history this shift in position of 
these three words is a revolution in the political sense: a radical 
and crucial change. For a spectator standing outside the histori­
cal whirlwind this change would also be a revolution-in the 
astronomical sense: a particular phase in the world's rotation. 
The second point of view is not absurd. A new shift is occurring 
within the present pattern of meanings: as we draw further and 
further away from the nineteenth century and its philosophies, 
the figure of the revolutionary is losing its bright glow and that 
of the rebel is ascending on the horizon. This is a phenomenon 
that is affecting half of contemporary society: the industrial or 
"developed" countries. The change is noticeable in all the arts, 
from those that are the most abstract, music and poetry, to 
those that are the most popular, the novel and films. The change 
is also evident in public life and in the imagination of the masses. 
Our heroes and heroines, as always, are exceptional creatures, 
but unlike those of the past, they not only defy social laws but 
also make a mockery of them. Our vision of time has changed 
once more: meaning lies neither in the past nor in the future 
but in the instant. One by one the old barriers have fallen in the 
name of the instant; the forbidden, an immense territory a cen­
tury ago, is today a public square which any youngster in the 
neighborhood has the right to enter. 

Fashion, popular songs, dances, erotic customs, publicity, and 
entertainment all are bathed in the ambiguous light of subver­
sion. Because our rebellion is ambiguous. A figure halfway be-
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tween the revolutionary and the tyrant, the modem rebel em­
bodies the dreams and the terrors of a society that for the flrst 
time in history is simultaneously experiencing collective abun­
dance and psychological insecurity. A world of mechanical ob­
jects obeys our bidding and yet we have never had less conB­
dence in traditional values and utopian values, in religions faith, 
and in reason. People in industrial societies are not believers : 
they are credulous. On the one hand, they worship progress and 
science; on the other, they have ceased to trust in reason. Though 
they are fascinated by anything new and are antitraditionalists, 
they have nonetheless completely abandoned the idea of revolu­
tion. The disappearance of the values of the past and the future 
explains why our contemporaries embrace the instant so fran­
tically. They are not aware that they are embracing a phantom; 
in this respect they are different from both the Epicureans and 
the Romantics. In the past, worship of the instant was a form of 
"wisdom" or an act of despair. In Greco-Roman antiquity, it was 
a philosophy enabling man to confront death; in the Romantic 
era, it is the passion that transforms the instant into a unique act. 
The instant represented not only the transitory but the excep­
tional, what happened to us only once and forevermore: the 
"fatal instant," that of death or love, the moment of truth. It was 
not only exceptional and fateful; it was also a personal experi­
ence. The new rebellion tums the instant into an everyday oc­
currence and thus robs it of its greatest attraction: surprise. It 
is no longer something that will happen to us the day we least 
expect it; it is what happens all the time. It is a promiscuous 
cult: it encompasses all classes, ages, and sexes. For our fore­
bears the instant was a synonym of separation, a line drawn be­
tween before and after; today it designates the indiscriminate 
mixture of one thing with another. Not fusion: confusion. The 
notion of a group, something apart from and opposed to society, 
is giving way to that of a "wave" that comes to the surface and 
then immediately disappears again in the liquid mass. 

The indifference of the public to present-day leaders is un­
derstandable: no head of government in the developed coun-
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tries has the power to proclaim universal subversion. The love or 
the terror inspired by Lenin and Trotsky, Stalin and Hitler seem 
to us today to have been collective aberrations. Now that the 
breed of great revolutionaries and great despots has died out, 
the new heads of government are not leaders or guides but ad­
ministrators. When a charismatic personality suddenly appears, 
the politicians and the masses cannot conceal their anxiety. 
Americans mourned Kennedy's death and then breathed freely 
again: they could once more live complacent lives. Kennedy's 
assassination reflects the state of mind of American society. In 
the beginning it was thought that the young President had been 
the victim of a conspiracy, either of the right or the left: another 
"ideological" crime. But the Warren investigation has apparently 
proved that it was the individual act of a confused loner. In 
Lope de Vega's play, the judge asks: "Who killed the Comenda­
dor?" and the people answer in chorus: 'We all did, as onel" 
Everyone killed Kennedy. This "everyone" has no face: he is 
the universal nobody. It is not surprising that General de Gaulle 
is an exceptional figure in this world of dull functionaries : he 
is a holdover from the heroic age. Far from being a revo1u­
tionary, he is the very incarnation of tradition, and, at the 
same time in his own inimitable way, he represents rebellion: a 
head of government with style is something unprecedented in a 
world of undistinguished leaders. Khrushchev spoke in proverbs, 
like Sancho Panza; Eisenhower could barely repeat the cliches 
he borrowed from the Reader's Digest; Johnson expresses him· 
self in a hybrid dialect, a mixture of the rhetoric of the New Deal 
and the crude speech of a Texas sheriff; others mouth the imper­
sonal and bastard jargon of the U.N. "experts." But the moment 
we turn to the Third World, we see something quite different: 
Mao Tse-tung or Nasser are something more than heads of gov­
ernment: they are at once leaders and symbols. Their names are 
talismans that open the doors of history, symbols of the destiny 
of their people. Such figures enjoy both the traditional prestige 
of the hero and the more modern prestige of the revolutionary. 
They are power and philosophy, Aristotle and Alexander rolled 
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into one. To flnd anyone like them in the "developed" countries, 
we would have to look to the real popular heroes : singers, danc­
ers, actresses, space explorers. 

The decline of iron-fisted leaders and revolutionaries with 
programs as rigid as geometries might appear to be a sign of a 
renaissance of libertarian and anarchist movements. But this is 
not what this decline represents : we are the witnesses of the 
decadence of systems and the twilight of tyrants, not of the ap­
pearance of a new brand of critical thought. Nonconformists and 
rebels abound, but their rebellion is sentimental and emo­
tional, stemming from an instinctive and perhaps legitimate dis­
trust of ideas; it is not a judgment passed on society, but a nega­
tion; it is not sustained action, but a series of sporadic outbursts 
followed by a return to a passive position on the sidelines. To­
day's rebels come from minority groups; it is not workers or the 
popular masses, but intellectuals and students who demonstrate 
against the Vietnam war in the United States. Rebellion is the 
privilege of groups who enjoy something that industrial society 
has not yet been able ( or willing)  to give everyone: leisure and 
education. The new rebellion is neither proletarian nor popular, 
and thus yet another indication of the progressive decline in 
value of two words that accompanied the word revolution in its 
upward climb and its gradual slide downhill: people and class. 
The word people summed up a Romantic notion associated with 
the French Revolution which inflamed people's spirits in the 
nineteenth century. Marxism replaced this word with a concept 
that seemed more accurate: classes. But today, these latter are 
tending to become sectors : the public and private, the industrial 
and the agricultural. In place of a dynamic image of society as 
a contradictory totality, sociologists and economists now offer us 
a classification of human beings according to their occupations. 
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The City Mouse and 

the Country Mouse 

Marxism taught us that modem society is defined by the con­
tradiction between capital and labor, the bourgeoisie and the 
proletariat. Though Fran�ois Perroux does not deny that society 
is contradictory, he has established a classification that seems to 
him to correspond more closely to reality in the industrial era: 
he divides people into masters and servants of machines. The 
category of masters does not apply only to the owners of these 
machines; it also includes administrators, technicians, managers, 
and experts. This classification offers the advantage of account­
ing for forms of noncapitalist exploitation that Marx had not 
foreseen-those of the Soviet regime, for instance. At the same 
time, it does away with the Marxist vision of history as a conflict 
bearing a certain resemblance to classical tragedy, with a prole­
tarian Prometheus overthrowing the authority of the gods and 
inaugurating the reign of freedom over necessity. Instead of 
classes, Perroux deals with functions; ha views history not as 
nemesis but as social dialogue, which, in his words, "obeys a logic 
all its own, which is different from that of violent struggle." Ray­
mond Aron has evolved another concept that has become widely 
accepted: the definition of the developed countries, whatever 
their politico-economic form, as industrial societies. Aron is not 
blind to the profound differences separating the societies of the 
West and those of Eastern Europe nor does he minimize their 
importance, but he rightly maintains that in both the determin­
ing factor is not so much the political system as the relation of 
science and technology to the means of production. Hence Aron 
proposes that we call this totality of nations and peoples "indus­
trial civilization." 

All these conceptions have one feature in common: they re­
place the old dichotomies--classes, philosophies, civilizations-
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with an image of society as a sum of equations. For the ancients, 
human society was a sort of metaphor of the body, a superior 
animal ( the body politic of English political philosophy ) ;  
Michelet looked on history as epic poetry; to Marx and Nietzsche 
it was a theatrical performance, or, more exactly, that region 
where theater ceases to be representation and becomes a living 
embodiment of the life and death of men and societies. The 
archetypes today are neither biology nor theater, but communi­
cations theory. Inspired by mathematics and symbolic logic, our 
vision is a formal one: we are not interested in knowing what 
messages say or who formulates them, but how they are ex­
pressed, the form in which they are transmitted and received. 
Aron writes: 

There would be no point in trying to discover what the mental 
outlook of the manager of an Anglo-American company and the 
director of a Soviet trust have in common . . . but as economies 
become industrialized, both must calculate expenses and income, make 
long-term plans-the production schedule-and translate all these 
data into comparable quantitative te1ms. 

The unique nature of the phenomenon, the meaning of the mes­
sage, is being supplanted by a formal, quantitative conception. 
Industrial society uses the instruments provided by science, and 
its methods are no different from those of the laboratory. What 
counts, therefore, are the means, and not the ends or the goals 
of each society. History as passion is disappearing. 

The concept of class has fared no better within regimes claim­
ing to be Marxist. The idea of the proletariat as a universal class 
is central to Marxism; without it the entire theory collapses: if 
there is no universal class, there is no world revolution and no 
international Socialist society. The idea has been undermined in 
two ways by Marx's heirs. The first revision took place in Yugo­
slavia, and has now become quasiofficial Communist doctrine. 
The proponents of this revised theory maintain that each nation 
must arrive at Socialism by its own path and its own means. 
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Marx had emphasized that proletarian internationalism was not 
a philosophical idea resembling the cosmopolitanism of the 
Stoics, but rather the consequence of a social reality: the rela­
tion between the worker and the means of production. The pro­
letarian, unlike the artisan, not only is not the master of his work 
and the owner of his work tools; he also sees his existence as a 
person reduced to the category of an "abstract work force." He 
therefore is subject to the same process of sheer quantification as 
the other means of production. Like electricity, coal, or petro­
leum, the worker knows no nationality and has no local color. 
Being uprooted is his natural condition and his only tradition is 
the struggle that links him to others who are uprooted, his fellow 
proletarians. The new interpretation is a radical inversion of 
Marx's idea: the nebulous idea of the nation becomes predomi­
nant and nationalism becomes the way to Socialism. Marx hoped 
that the proletariat would destroy the boundaries between coun­
tries; his heirs have made nationalism respectable again. 

The other modification is not an attempt to subordinate the 
internationalism of the proletariat to nationalism; it aims, rather, 
at extending this internationalism to other classes. This is the 
Chinese thesis: exacerbating the conflict between the country­
side and the city is the proper strategy for world revolution, the 
form that the class struggle has taken in the second half of our 
century. Marx was convinced that it would be the urban pro­
letariat that would resolve the conflict between the countryside 
and the city once it had seized power; Mao Tse-tung believes 
that it will be the peasants. Whether correct or not, this idea is 
anti-Marxist and would have shocked both Lenin and Rosa 
Luxemburg, both Trotsky and Stalin. The nniversality of the 
urban working class is not quantitative ( it was not the largest 
class in Marx's day and never has been ) ;  rather, it is the result 
of its historical position: it is the most advanced class. The 
daughter of industry and science, it is the most recent human 
social product, the class that has inherited all the achievements 
of the bourgeoisie and the other classes that were the masters 
before it. Therefore it represents the common, general interest: 
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"The revol�tionary class . . . does not present itself as a class but 
as the representative of the whole of society; it appears as the 
total mass of society confronting the dominant class."• Just as the 
bourgeoisie destroyed the narrow particularism of feudalism and 
built the national State, so the proletariat destroys bourgeois 
nationalism and establishes an international society. Peasants 
and workers are natural allies because they are the classes that 
are most oppressed and largest in number, but this identity of 
interests does not cancel out their differences: peasants are the 
oldest class, workers the most recent; the former are a holdover 
from the preindustrial era and the latter the founders of a new 
age. Marx never set any store in a Communist revolution by 
peasants. Late in life, in 1870, he wrote in a letter to Kugelmann: 
"Only England can serve as a fulcrum for a genuine economic 
revolution. It is the one country where there are no longer any 
peasants." He had previously stated: "A Communist movement 
can never begin in the countryside" ( The German Ideology ) .  
According to Marx, the relation of  each class with industry, that 
is to say with the most advanced and perfect form of the system 
of production of our age, determines its historical function. The 
function of the peasant is a passive one: he is a victim of the 
action of machines as consumers of raw material and natural 
products, and thus his opposition has no effect. Tied to the 
land, the farm laborer may rebel, but his rebellion is local, or, at 
most, national. Though industry is world-wide in scope, the 
bourgeoisie's relation to it is contradictory: industry is interna­
tional and the bourgeoisie national; the former is social and the 
latter private. The proletariat resolves this contradiction because, 
like industry, it is international and socializes manufactured 
products. 

All this is common knowledge. I have mentioned it not be­
cause I believe that every line that Marx wrote is true, but be­
cause it is instructive to put his words side by side with those 
who claim to be his disciples and are doing their utmost to de-

• Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Gel'fiUJn Ideologu ( 1845 ) .  
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stroy their opponents by labeling them "revisionists." It is obvious 
that the proletariat has not performed the international revolu­
tionary role assigned it by Marx. Nonetheless, all of Marxist 
theory is based on this central idea, and therefore none of its 
proponents ever questioned it. Lenin believed that the struggle 
for national independence of colonial and semicolonial coun­
tries, especially those in Asia, would aggravate the situation of 
the imperialist countries and dissipate "the entirely false aura 
of social peace" that reigned in them, thanks to the concessions 
granted the oppressed masses "at the expense of the conquered 
countries and the colonial peoples" by the bourgeoisie that bad 
emerged the victor of World War I. This struggle "would culmi­
nate in a total crisis of world capitalism." Thus for Lenin the 
principal axis was still the working class, and revolution was in­
separable from a crisis of capitalism. Trotsky was even more 
explicit, and said in 1939 that World War II would bring on 

a proletarian revolution in the advanced countries that will inevitably 
spread to the Soviet Union, destroy the bureaucracy, and bring about 
the regeneration of the October Revolution. . . . Nonetheless, if the 
war does not result in a proletarian revolution--or if the working 
class takes power, is incapable of retaining it, and hands it over to a 
bureaucracy-we would be forced to recognize that the trust and hope 
that Marxism has placed in the proletariat have proved false. 

Rosa Luxemburg, who was one of the first to point out the im­
portance of the "underdeveloped" world in the evolution of con­
temporary history, never doubted that the industrial working 
class would be the central revolutionary force. 

The Channel and the Signs 

Marx reduced ideas to reflections of the mode of production and 
the class struggle; for Nietzsche they were masks that the will to 
power tears off; Freud described them as sublimations of the 
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unconscious. Now Marshall McLuhan wishes to persuade us 
that they are products of the communications media. McLuhan 
is a talented writer, and I am not attempting to use the stupid 
argument of the authority of these predecessors to demolish him 
when I cite his name after those of Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud. 
I mention him because his thoughts on the matter are an exam­
ple of the fate that these three precursors and critics of modem 
civilization have suffered. McLuhan is a very popular author, as 
Spengler was forty years ago. I must add that unlike Spengler, 
he is not a reactionary; at the same time, he lacks the somber 
genius of that German author. McLuhan has borrowed Speng­
ler's concept of technology as an extension of the human body; 
but whereas for Spengler a man's hand is a claw, for McLuhan 
it is a sign: the former was a prophet of Armageddon and the 
latter of Madison Avenue. McLuhan's writings abound in para­
doxes (usually ingenious ones ) and stimulating statements 
(often quite perceptive ones ) .  We may be disturbed by his 
emphatic tone, his inordinate fondness for quotations, and the 
logical inconsistencies of his arguments, but these rhetorical vices 
are characteristic of his country and our era: McLuhan is a 
writer typical of his time and his milieu. Hence it is sympto­
matic, or rather, significant, that the central theme of his writings 
is meaning. 

McLuhan's views are an exaggeration and a simpliflcation of 
what Peirce, Wittgenstein, Heidegger, and Levi-Strauss, among 
others, have said. I hasten to add that these authors in no way 
resemble each other, except for one thing: all four conceive of 
reality as a tissue of meanings, and all of them are persuaded 
that there is no such thing as an ultimate meaning to this totality 
of meanings, or if there is, it is inexpressible. For two of them 
there is something beyond language which only silence can 
point to (Wittgenstein) ,  or perhaps poetry (Heidegger) ;  for the 
other two either are trapped in a net of language that is both 
transparent and inescapable (Peirce: "The meaning of a symbol 
is another symbol") or are at best only a link in this unbreak­
able chain, a sign, a single phrase in the message that nature 
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murmurs to itself (Levi-Strauss: "Myths communicate with each 
other through men without their being aware of this fact"). 
McLuhan reduces these ideas to the level of the advertising 
industry: the message depends on the medium of communica­
tion, and i£ this medium changes, the meanings also change or 
disappear. 

There is no question that there are crucial differences 
between participating in a Platonic dialogue and reading the 
Symposium aloud before an audience, between reading the 
Critique of Pure Reason all by oneself and watching a group of 
professors discussing Kant's critique on television. The differ­
ences are not merely formal ones : the change in the medium of 
communication alters the message. The shift from dialogue to 
exposition alters the very meaning of the word philosophy. None 
of this is new, and Max Weber, among others, has given us bril­
liant descriptions of the interrelation between ideas and social 
forms. Nor is the idea that technology is the origin of the Logos 
a radically new one: Engels blithely assigned industry the philo­
sophical role of doing away with Kant's "thing in itself." What is 
new, however, is making one branch of technology-the com­
munications media-the "motor" of history. Radio and television 
take the place of Providence and Economics, of the Genius of 
the world's peoples and the Unconscious. Now, if the changes in 
the means of communication determine and explain other social 
changes, who and what is responsible for the changes in the 
means of communication? McLuhan neither asks this question 
nor tries to answer it. 

Saussure's distinction between the signifier and the signified, 
a twofold characteristic of all signs, may help to clarify matters. 
McLuhan begins by identifying the message with the medium 
of communication, thereby converting the latter into a sign. For 
McLuhan, the media are signifiers, but what they signify can be 
reduced to the following tautology: the communications media 
signify communications media. An example may make my point 
clearer. In one of the first pages of Understanding Media, 
McLuhan states : " . . .  the 'content' of any medium is always 
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another medium. The content of writing is speech, just as the 
written word is the content of print, and print is the content of 
the telegraph.''• Quite apart from the fact that this is a parody 
of the sentence of Peirce's that I cited above, it confuses the 
issue in several ways. McLuhan's application of the concept of 
form and content to phenomena in the field of communications 
is misleading. It is obvious that a jar may contain water, wine, or 
some other liquid. A jar, however, is not defined by its content 
but by its function or by its meaning: a jar is an object used to 
contain substances, generally liquid ones. The same is true 
of the media of communication: writing "contains" words, but it 
may also "contain" numbers, musical notes, and so on. Strictly 
speaking, writing does not contain: it signifies. It is a visual sign 
that points to another sign: the spoken word. To be absolutely 
precise, we would have to say that the communications media­
radio and television for example-in fact have no content at all; 
they are always empty: they are simply conduits, channels 
through which signs flow. These signs, in tum, are like capsules 
containing meanings. The signifier-musical notes, letters, or any 
other mark-"discharges" its meaning if someone sets the "firing 
mechanism" in motion: reading, for instance, in the case of the 
written word. 

The notion of content can be applied more accurately to signs 
than to the channels that transmit them. However, since the old 
metaphor of form and content introduces dangerous confusions, 
no one uses it nowadays. The terms signifier and signified are 
not identical with form and content. A jar may contain water, 
oil, or wine; the linguistic element Tuesday, however, refers to 
the day that comes immediately after Monday and to no other 
day. The signifier/signified duality also occurs at the level of the 
sentence, the paragraph, the text, and speech as a whole. Writ­
ing does not contatn language: it is language. The same thing is 
true of the printed text, the Morse code, and the spoken word. 

When McLuhan claims that the medium is the message, he is 

• Understanding MedltJ ( 1964).  
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saying that the message is not what we say but what the media 
say, despite us or without our lmowledge. The media become 
signi.6ers and produce meaning inevitably and automatically. 
This idea presupposes a natural or immanent relation between 
the signifier and what is signified, an idea that goes back as far 
as Plato. But the truth is precisely the opposite: the relation 
between the signifier and the signi.6ed is conventional. I would 
say that it is one of the products of the social contract. The 
sound pan in Spanish designates bread, but in Urdu and Hindu­
stani it means betel. To us the sign of the cross is the symbol of 
Christianity; to a Mayan of the fifth century this sign may well 
have stood for fertility or some other idea, or may have been 
simply decorative. The meaning of signs is the product of 
convention. IE the communications media are signs, as McLuhan 
asserts, their meaning too is necessarily the result of a conven­
tion, either an explicit one or a tacit one. The key of meaning 
therefore does not lie in the communications media but in the 
structure of the society that has created these media and made 
them signiflers. Media are not what signify; society is what signi· 
fies, and what it signifies is ua, in and through these media. 

McLuhan is quite right when he asserts that the communica­
tions media also signify, that they are al!:o messages. It is obvious 
that any medium can become a sign. But there are many differ­
ent sorts of media, many different sorts of signs. The spoken 
word is one medium of communication and radio another. In 
the case of the spoken word, sign and medium are inseparable: 
so long as the sound pan is not pronounced, the meaning bread 
is not forthcoming. The sound is the signi.6er by means of which 
the signified appears. Radio waves, on the other hand, are 
means by which all sorts of signs appear-including nonverbal 
signs : music, natural or artificial sounds, and so on. The relation 
between signifier and signi.6ed is an initmate, fundamental one 
in the case of the spoken word: the former depends on the lat· 
ter and vice versa. In the case of radio, there is no such relation 
between signifier and signified. Or, more precisely, this relation is 
obviously of very little importance. When McLuhan says that 
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the medium is the message, what he is really saying is that the 
medium-radio, television, and so on-has become a linguistic 
sign; but if we break down the radio sign into its two compo­
nents, the signill.er and the signill.ed, we flnd that the one is 
radio and the other is also radio. Having arrived at this point, I 
shall recall what Roman Jakobsen has said about linguistic func­
tions. Among these functions, language may take the form of a 
message whose object is "to establish, prolong, or interrupt com­
munication, to test whether the circuit is functioning." This is a 
function that is frequently fulfilled in conversation on the tele­
phone: "Hello!" "Can you hear me?" In everyday life it is a 
ritual: "How are you?'' "How nice to see youl" "What's that?'' 
"Er, hmmm, hey there," etc. Among primitive peoples, what 
Malinowski calls the "phatic function" of language is of prime 
importance, being both magical and ceremonial. Jakobsen points 
out that it also appears among myna birds, parrots, and other 
species that "talk." This is the only linguistic function these 
creatures have in common with us. It is also the first to appear 
among children when they learn to talk. U we are to believe 
McLuhan, the era of planetary and interplanetary communica­
tions media is that of the return to the tautology of animal 
language. Like that of talking birds, the object of our communi­
cation is to communicate communication. 

The spontaneity of history and the universality of reason were 
conjoined in the word revolution: it was the Logos in action and 
incarnated among men. Now technology absorbs all these mean­
ings and becomes the active agent of history. Marx had great 
faith in industry, but he believed that in and of themselves, 
machines lacked meaning; the function of machines seemed 
intelligible to him only within the social context: who are their 
owners and who controls them? It is man who gives his tools 
meaning. Levi-Strauss has shown that the invention of writing 
coincides with the birth of the great empires in Mesopotamia 
and Egypt: writing was the monopoly of the priestly bureauc­
racy and an instrument of oppression for centuries thereafter. In 
the hands of the bourgeoisie, printing broke the clerical manop-



1 6 0 O C T A V I O  P A Z  

oly on knowledge and forever ended the status of writing as 
something sacred because it was secret. Thus the meaning of 
writing and printing depended on the social context: it was 
society that gave them meaning, and not vice versa. In the first 
half of our century many writers of every political persuasion 
published books on the technique of revolution; today books 
and articles on the revolution of technique are published every 
day. It would be absurd to deny that technology changes us; but 
it would be equally absurd to disregard the fact that all tech­
niques are the product of a given society and of concrete indi­
viduals. There is no point in stressing the undeniable importance 
of technology in the modem world. What I denounce is our 
superstitious worship of the idea of technology. This notion is as 
powerful a myth as that of reason or revolution, though it differs 
from them in one important respect: it is a nihilist myth, neither 
pointing to nor preaching nor denying a set of values. The 
systems of the past, from Christianity to Marxism, were at once 
a criticism of reality and an image of another reality. They were 
a vision of the world. Technology is not an image of the world 
but a way of operating on reality. The nihilism of technology lies 
not only in the fact that it is the most perfect expression of the 
will to power, as Heidegger believes, but also in the fact that it 
lacks meaning. Why? and To what purpose? are questions that 
technology does not ask itself. What is more, it is not technology, 
but we ourselves, who should be asking these questions. 

Satiety and Nausea 

The worship of the idea of technology involves a decline in 
value of all other ideas. This phenomenon is particularly striking 
in the realm of art. The new avant-garde makes no attempt to 
justify itself either rationally or philosophically. Dada claimed 
to be a metaphysical rebellion. The theoretical literature of 
Italian Futurism was the most significant feature of that move-
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ment. The critical and utopian thought of the Surrealists was as 
important as the creations of its poets and painters. Today, how­
ever, the majority of artists prefer the act to the program, the 
gesture to the work of art. Mayakovsky extolled technology and 
Lawrence denounced it; the new artists neither praise nor con­
demn: they manipulate modern apparatuses and artifacts. 
Rebellion yesterday was a passionate cry or a deadly silence; 
today it is a shrug of the shoulders : "why not?" as a reason for 
being. The aim of poetry, from the Romantics to the Surrealists, 
was the fusion of contraries, the transformation of an object into 
its contrary. Creation and destruction were the two poles of one 
and the same vital energy and the tension between the two sus­
tained modern art. The basis of the new aesthetic is indiffer­
ence. Not metaphor: juxtaposition, a sort of neutrality between 
the elements of the painting or poem. Not art or antiart: nonart. 
The privative a reigns supreme over man and his language. 

The shift of emphasis in the verbal triangle-from revolt to 
revolution and from revolution to rebellion-would seem to 
point to a change in orientation: a shift from utopia to myth, the 
end of rectilinear time and the beginning of cyclical time. This 
is not the case. In the West an interregnum has ensued: nothing 
has yet taken the place of the old principles of faith or reason. 
The fact that this is the heyday of the rebel, and the fact that his 
rebellion is ambiguous, indicate that there is something missing. 
Whatever society he comes from, the rebel is an outsider: if he 
ceases to be one, he ceases to be a rebel. Hence he cannot be 
either a source of change or a guide. He is the lonely combatant, 
the dissident, an isolated fact, and an exception. Industrial soci­
ety has lost its center, rectilinear time has cut it off from its 
source and literally uprooted it: it has lost its foundation, that 
anterior principle, that "time immemorial" which is the justifica­
tion of the present and the future, the reason for being of any 
and every community. Cut off from the past and continually 
hurtling toward some vague future at such a dizzy pace that it 
cannot take root, it merely survives from one day to the next: it 
is unable to return to its beginnings and thus recover its powers 
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of renewal Its material abundance and intellectual riches can­
not conceal its essential poverty: it is the master of the superflu­
ous but lacks the essential. Being has drained out of it through a 
bottomless hole, time, which has lost its age-old consistency. 
This vacuum is experienced as disorientation, and disorientation 
in tum is experienced as ceaseless movement. And because this 
movement is completely aimless, it is equivalent to a frantic 
marking time in one place. 

When there are no rules, the exception becomes the rule: the 
rebel is crowned king in an effort to make the eccentric the cen­
ter. But the moment the exception becomes the rule, there is a 
cry for a new exception to take its place. The rule of fashion is 
extended to ideas, morality, art, and social customs. The restless 
need to seize upon each new exception that comes along-in 
order to assimilate it, castrate it, and cast it aside-explains why 
the powers that be, especially in the United States, are so toler­
ant of the new rebellion. The ambiguous nihilism of rebel artists 
is the mirror-image of the complacent, self-satisfied nihilism of 
those in power. The destiny of the rebel in the past was defeat 
or submission. Defeat is almost impossible today: thtl authorities 
tolerate any sort of rebellion, once they have clipped its nails 
and claws. I do not regard rebellion as the basic value of art, but 
it saddens me to see one of man's most generous impulses 
being simulated or cleverly exploited. It is hard to resign one­
self to the corruption of the word no, which today has become 
merely the key or the jimmy to force the doors of fame and 
fortune. Making the rebel an object of worship is a way of 
domesticating him. In the past, the rebel was part of an immuta­
ble cycle. As the cosmos revolved, glory and punishment were 
the two faces of his destiny, the recto and the verso : Prometheus 
and Lucifer, generosity and consciousness. The modern rebel is 
the offshoot of a society expanding horizontally: a burst of fire­
works that glows brightly for a moment and then is suddenly 
extinguished. Renown and obscurity: his celebrity simply fizzles 
out. He is a rebel who never experiences one half of his rightful 



A L T E R N A T I N G  C U R R E N T  1 6 3 

destiny: punislunent; hence it is very hard for him to ful.S.ll the 
other half: awareness. 

The history of modem rebellion cannot be reduced to the 
story of its assimilation by institutions. By a sort of miracle, in 
a society that for twenty or thirty years now has afforded the 
majority undreamed-of comforts and well-being, the most fa­
vored caste of all, young people, has spontaneously rebelled. 
Industrial society is proof that abundance is no less cruel than 
poverty. The abjection of satiety rivals that of privation. The 
piles of human B.esh on Mediterranean or American beaches is 
no less depressing than the spectacle of the lepers, widows, and 
beggars of Benares . . . .  It takes a certain cynicism to claim that 
the rebellion of young people is illogical. Of course, it is illogical. 
For the majority of our contemporaries, reason is no longer the 
Logos, the beginning of all beginnings, but a synonym for 
efficiency: it is not logical consistency or harmony but power; for 
a minority, scientists and philosophers, reason has become sim­
ply a way of relating and combining messages, a process indis­
tinguishable from those of cells and their acids. In the United 
States and in the West, ideas have evaporated and in the Social­
ist countries utopian ideals have been deflled by revolutionary 
Caesars. If today's spirit of rebellion has little to do with ideas, it 
is also proof of a splendid indifference toward selfish interests : 
youngsters want nothing more for themselves, and their gestures 
of rebellion are not a fight for privilege but a renunciation of 
privilege. 

In the second half of the twentieth century, the only active 
International is that of young people. It is an International with­
out a program and without leaders. It is B.uid, amorphous, and 
universal. The rebellion of young people and the emancipation 
of women are perhaps the two great transformations of our day. 
The second is doubtless more important and more permanent. • 
It is a change comparable to the one that took place in the 

• This was written and published before the advent in the United States of 
the Women's Liberation Movement. 
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Neolithic period: the change from hunting to agriculture radi­
cally altered man's relation to nature, and the emancipation of 
women will wreak equally profound changes in human sexual 
relations, the family, and individual feelings. Rimbaud said that 
we would have to "reinvent love": perhaps this is the mission of 
women in our time. The movement of young people is an epi­
phenomenon, because it is a rebellion that depends on the 
system against which it is rebelling. It is a protest against the 
powers that be rather than an attempt to create a new order. 
The youth movement and the struggles of the ethnic minorities 
are not really revolutionary. They are rebellions. In our time, 
we must make a distinction between rebellion from within and 
revolt from without. Rebellion from within is a sign of health; a 
society that examines itself, denies itself, and absorbs its nega­
tions is a functioning society. Revolt from without represents a 
contradiction that thus far has proved insuperable. It is Contra­
diction itself, the other face of reality. Though it has lessened 
the tensions between classes, industrial society has failed to do 
away with the contradiction that has typined it from the begin­
ning. It has merely exteriorized it. The contradiction today is not 
within industrial society but in its relations to the world outside 
it: not the proletariat but the "underdeveloped" countries. And 
it is not a revolution-it is a revolt. 

The Two Forms of Reason 

Some forty years ago, Ortega y Gasset wrote a critique of geo­
metrical reason and the revolutionary spirit; Sartre has written 
an equally penetrating critique of rebellion. Their two points of 
view represent a sort of symmetrical contradiction; this fact 
seems to me to merit discussion, for I am not certain that anyone 
has pointed out the similarities between the French and the 
Spanish philosopher. Ortega y Gasset's name is seldom men­
tioned these days, whereas Sartre is famous the world over. This 
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may be because Ortega was a conservative, while Sartre is a revo­
lutionary. Although the views of both have their origin in Ger­
man phenomenology, this common source is not the only reason 
for the similarities between them. What makes these two philos­
ophers resemble each other is not so much the ideas they share 
as their style of attacking them, making them their own, and 
sharing them with the reader. Though the two of them struck 
out in opposite directions, each of them in his own way turned 
modern German thought into a moral and historical meditation. 
Despite the fact that neither of them cultivates a spoken style, 
we hear them thinking: the tone of their writings is at once pas­
sionate and peremptory-a magisterial tone, in both the good 
and the bad senses of the world. They excite us and irritate us, 
and thus force us to participate in their demonstrations. Ortega 
once said that he was only a journalist, and Heidegger has said 
the same of Sartre. This is quite true: they are not the philoso­
phers of our time, but philosophy in our time. 

The French writer is more systematic, and his reuvre is more 
broad in scope and more varied than that of the Spaniard. His 
public acts have also been more generous and more daring. 
Sartre has set out to do something that is doomed to failure: to 
reconcile concrete life and historical life, existentialism and 
Marxism. His originality as a philosopher does not lie, however, 
in this immense and disjointed effort to elaborate a synthesis, 
but rather in the flashes of insight that at times enrich his reflec­
tion. Though he may have failed to construct an ethical system, 
he has reminded us that thinking and writing are not ceremonies 
but acts. Writing is not simply a chance activity; it is a deliberate 
choice; beauty creates an atmosphere of responsibility that 
neither the writer nor the reader can escape with impunity. 
Ortega's virtues are quite different. A Mediterranean with a 
Catholic background, while Sartre is Nordic and Protestant, his 
prose is clear and sensuous. It is not clouded by the "sublime­
ness" of his German masters, nor is it affected by that underlying 
religious tension that exacerbates Sartre's prose, betraying his 
perpetual rebellion against the Protestantism of his childhood. 
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Sartre has banished God from his system, but not Christianity. 
Ortega's pessimism is more radical and his recognition of vital 
human values does not imply the recognition of any sort of 
transcendence, not even one that has assumed the mask of his­
tory. 0l'tega is a pagan, Sartre an apostate from Christianity. 
Ortega had a more penetrating understanding of history, and 
many of his predictions have come true. The same cannot be 
said of Sartre. This is not the fl.rst time that a reactionary philos­
opher has proved to have strange gifts of prophecy. I have 
always marveled at the brilliant foresight of Chateaubriand, 
Tocqueville, Donoso Cortes, Henry Adams. They were clairvoy­
ant despite the fact that their values were those of the past-or 
perhaps because of that very fact: for them, the old notion of 
time as cyclical was still a vital concept. 

According to Ortega, the bankruptcy of geometrical reason 
was a portent of the decline of the revolutionary spirit, the 
child of European rationalism. Reason, the source of utopias and 
revolutionary projects, had come down to earth and become 
historical reason: it was no longer a timeless construct but some� 
thing that unfolds in time. I think he was quite right, and his 
acuity amazes me: it required an extraordinary perspicacity to 
foresee the present situation in Europe in the heyday of Bolshe­
vik utopianism. But his critique was superficial, and the new 
principle that he proclaimed, historical reason, strikes me as no 
more than a slightly updated version of German vitalism and 
historicism. As Ortega saw it, our era is one marked by an 
absence of fundamental principles; but its new principle lies 
precisely in this absence: its underlying vital or historical cause 
is simply change itself. The Spanish philosopher neither explains 
the reason behind this change nor describes the forms that it is 
taking. 

Sartre has encountered a similar obstacle: fl.nding a founda­
tion for dialectics. An heir of reason (whether pure, geometrical, 
or analytical) ,  dialectics is true historical reason: it is the only 
method that accounts for society, its changes, and its internal 
relations (classes ) or its relations with nature and other non-
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historical, primitive, or marginal societies. But dialectical reason 
fails to account for man's concrete existence: there is a part of 
a man's self, Sartre maintains, that is irreducible to the determi­
nations of history and historical classes. What is more: dialectics 
cannot explain itself, it is not self-constitutive: the moment it 
constitutes itself, it is self-divisive. Levi-Strauss's critique of 
Sartre is very much to the point : if there is a fundamental oppo­
sition between dialectical reason and analytical reason, one of 
the two must be "less rational"; since the latter is the founda­
tion of the exact sciences, what kind of reason can dialectical 
reason be? The other alternative is equally contradictory: if 
dialectics is reason, its only possible foundation is analytical 
reason. In Levi-Strauss's view, the difference between these two 
sorts of reason belongs to the category of complementary oppo­
sition: dialectical reason is nothing other than analytical reason, 
and at the same time it is what enables the latter to understand 
society and its changes, its institutions and its representations. 
Levi-Strauss's critique is half correct: it reveals the contradiction 
at the heart of Sartre's philosophy, but it neither resolves it nor 
transcends it. What is the foundation of the new element that 
appears in analytical reason when it becomes dialectical reason? 
Vital reason and dialectical reason are philosophical approaches 
continually searching for a principle of sufficient reason. 

Ortega studies the reformist as the figure who is the precise 
opposite of the revolutionary; Sartre the rebel. In his essay on 
Baudelaire, the French writer takes an idea not very different 
from Ortega's as his point of departure: the revolutionary seeks 
to destroy the ruling order and institute another, more just one; 
the rebel fights against the excesses of power. Ortega had said: 
the revolutionary wishes to change customary uses; the reformist 
to correct abuses. Though their points of departure are similar, the 
conclusions they reach are not: Ortega foresees the decline of 
revolutions; Sartre unmasks the rebel in order to proclaim the 
primacy of the revolutionary. I have discussed Ortega's ideas 
elsewhere; what I would like to do here is follow Sartre's line of 
argument. 
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The figure of the rebel quite naturally fascinates and irritates 
Sartre: for one thing, the rebel was the model that caused 
him to break with his world in his youth; for another thing, it is 
an exception that belies the revolutionary rule. To reveal that 
Baudelaire's refusal to conform in no way undermined the order 
that he pretended to attack, and that his rebellion was a paradoxi­
cal homage to power, is tantamount to demonstrating that the 
revolutionary rule is universal and that the revolt of artists, from 
Baudelaire to Surrealism, has been a private quarrel among the 
bourgeoisie. The rebel is a pillar of power: if that power should 
crumble, he would be crushed to death. What is more, he is also 
its parasite. The rebel feeds on power: the iniquity of those 
above him justifies his blasphemies. His raison d'�tre has its roots 
in the injustice of his social status; once this injustice ceases, his 
reason for existing also ceases. Satan does not want God to dis­
appear: if the godhead were to disappear, he, too, would 
disappear. Diabolism can survive only as an exception, and it 
therefore confirms the rule. To rebel is to resign oneself to being 
a prisoner of the rules of power; if the rebel really wanted to be 
free, he would not challenge the power of the rules but the rules 
of power; he would not attack the tyrant but power itself. The 
rebel cannot claim that his reason for being is any sort of special 
or exceptional status-including that of being a poet, a black, or 
a proletarian-without contradicting himself, and without being 
in bad faith in the moral sphere. 

Real rebellion must be based on a project that includes others 
and therefore it must be universal. The black does not seek 
recognition of his blackness but of his humanity: he fights to 
make blackness a fundamental, recognized component of the 
human species, and thus his rebellion becomes part of a univer­
sal undertaking: the liberation of mankind as a whole. Rebellion 
is a pattern of behavior that inevitably leads either to revolution 
or to self-betrayal Baudelaire's rebellion was a sort of circular 
simulation; his protest did not become a cause and the misfor­
tune of others played no part in it. An exaltation of his feelings 
of humiliation as an individual, it was the counterpart of a tyran-
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nical God. The rebellion of the poet was a comedy in which his 
ego played a game with power without ever having the courage 
to destroy it. Baudelaire neither wanted nor tried to be free: if he 
had really dared to be a free man, he would have ceased to regard 
himself as an object and ceased to be a thing, viewed respectively 
with scorn and tenderness by the cruel Stepfather and the per­
fidious Mother. His rebellion was a part of his dandyism. The poet 
wished to be seen. Or rather, he wished to watch others watching 
him: the gaze of others made him aware of himself and at the 
same time it turned him to stone. His secret and ambivalent 
desire was fulfilled in two ways : he became both a heart-rending 
spectacle for others and an imperturbable statue in his own 
eyes. His dandyism consisted of making himself at once invulner­
able and the object of the gaze of others. His rebellion was a nos­
talgia for childhood and a homage to power: consciousness of 
separation and a yearning to return to the "green paradise." A 
paradise he did not believe in. His rebellion condemed him to 
perpetually peering into a mirror: what he saw in it was not other 
people but his own gaze gazing back at him. 

The Exception to the Rule 

Sartre wants Baudelaire to have ceased being what he was and 
become: who and what? He does not say, though he compares 
him unfavorably to Victor Hugo. Or rather, to the idea of Victor 
Hugo, for I suspect that deep down Sartre really prefers Baude­
laire's poems. More than once, Sartre indulges in what he criti­
cizes most severely: abstractions. In the realm of politics, it was 
the tdea of revolution, more than the actual situation in the 
Soviet Union, that led him around 1950 to defend the entire 
Soviet regime, including Stalin and his concentration camps. Not 
because he approved of them, but because in his eyes they did 
not deny the ( ideal) reality: the camps were a blot but they 
nonetheless did not destroy the Socialist structure of the regime. 
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The arguments put forth in Sartre's review, Les Temps Mo­
dernes, were similar to those previously employed by Trotsky at 
the time of the Soviet-German pact and the invasion of Fin­
land: the latter's notion of a "degenerated workers' State" which 
nonetheless preserved intact the bases of state ownership of 
property, was not very diHerent from that of a "stalled revolu­
tion" put before the readers of Les Temps Modernes by Sartre 
and Merleau-Ponty. There are other, more grievous examples. 
For instance, during the Hungarian revolution Sartre made a 
number of very curious statements: 

The most serious error has doubtless been Khrushchev's report, his 
solemn and public denunciation, the detailed exposure of all the 
crimes of a sacred person [Stalin], who has long been the symbol of 
the regime; this is madness when such frankness has not been pre­
ceded by any appreciable rise in the �tandard of living of the popula­
tion. . . . The masses were not prepared for this sort of revelation of 
the truth . . . .  

To make the masses' ability to understand the truth dependent 
on their standard of living is to give proof of a quite unrevohi­
tionary conception of the proletariat and a quite unphilosophical 
conception of truth . . . .  Nonetheless, how can we forget Sartre's 
attitude during the Algerian conflict, and his present position 
against the war of extermination that Americans are waging in 
Vietnam? 

Sartre's essay on Genet gives us an even clearer picture of his 
ideas concerning rebellion. I mention this book, perhaps one of 
his best, not as a model of literary criticism or of psychological 
analysis but rather as an exposition of some of his ideas on the 
subject. In Genet's case the rebel has managed to transcend his 
initial attitude: his absolute negation has been transformed 
through writing into an affirmation. By embracing his fate as a 
social outcast, as an ejaculation of society, Genet performs an act 
of self-projection, of self-ejection-he transfigures himself and 
thus frees himself. In Sartre's book, the poet Genet becomes a 
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conceptual entity. While concepts are manipulable entities, 
human beings are irreducible realities : after reading this essay 
we are much better acquainted with Sartre's thought, but Genet, 
the real man in the flesh, has evaporated, having been reduced 
to an example illustrating an argument. Genet chooses "evil" 
and becomes a "saint"; Saint Teresa chooses "good" and becomes 
a "whore." I do not !mow what Genet would think of this state­
ment; I am certain that the Spanish nun would have roared with 
laughter at it. I suspect that Genet does not believe in the 
ontological reality of evil, even though the entire line of Sartre's 
argument is intended to prove that evil is the very basis of 
Genet's "existential project"; on the other hand, the one reality 
for Saint Teresa was unquestionably God, who for her was not 
an ideal reality but a palpable spiritual one. Why is Genet's 
negation "good" and Saint Teresa's affirmation, which is no less 
total than Genet's denial, "evil"? Perhaps Sartre is attempting 
to prove that abjection and sanctity have the same roots and 
that at a certain point the two fuse. There is some truth in this 
idea, but examining it here would lead me too far astray. What 
prevents me from accepting Sartre's judgment of Genet is his 
conception of the latter's "existential project": if Genet has 
chosen evil, why does he write and why does he write so well? 

The tendency to explain one level of reality by another older, 
unconscious one--the social order or a person's instinctive life-­
is something we have inherited from Marx, Nietzsche, and 
Freud. This way of thinldng has changed our view of the world 
and been responsible for numerous discoveries. But, at the same 
time, how can we fail to see its limitations? I will mention Pol­
anyi's criticism here: a watch is made up of molecules and atoms 
governed by the physical laws of matter; if these laws were to 
momentarily cease functioning, the watch would stop. But this 
would not be the case if the situation were reversed: if the 
watch is smashed to bits, the fragments will continue to obey 
the same laws . . . .  Two different levels of meaning are involved 
here. For Sartre the "project" is a mediation between two reali­
ties : the self and its world. In his latest philosophical work the 
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same idea reappears : "L'homme est midie par lea choaea dans 
la mesure �me ou lea choaea sont midiees par l'homme:•• 
Since man is not a simple being, mediation implies at least 
three levels: instinctive or unconscious reality, consciousness, 
and the world (things and other people) .  I do not believe that 
Sartre's method can explain creative works: although they are 
part of a person's "existential project," their meaning transcends 
that of this project. There is a gap between a man's works and 
his biography. This relation between the two is the same as that 
between the molecules and the watch in Polanyi's analogy. 
Sartre criticizes our belief in the eternity of creative works 
because he regards them as historical signs, hieroglyphs of tem­
porality. But even though works may not be eternal-what pos­
sible meaning can this word have?-they nonetheless have a 
longer life span than individuals. They endure for two reasons : 
they are independent of their authors and their readers; and, 
since they have a life of their own, their meanings change for 
each generation and even for each reader. Works are mecha­
nisms for creating multiple meanings, which cannot be reduced 
to the "project" of the person who writes them. 

Sartre condemns literature as an illusion: we write becatJse 
we cannot live as we would like to. Literature is the expression 
of a feeling of deprivation, a recourse against a sense of some­
thing missing. But the contrary is also true: language is what 
makes us human. It is a recourse against the meaningless noise 
and silence of nature and history. Living implies speaking, and 
without speech man cannot have a full life. Poetry, which is the 
perfection of speech-language speaking to itself-is an invita­
tion to enjoy the whole of life. Sartre's contempt for language 
betrays his nostalgia, not for the fullness of human life but for 
the plenitude of Being: the gods do not speak because they 
are self-sufficient realities. In his atheism there is a sort of reli­
gious frenzy that is absent in the sages and in other atheist 
philosophers. Though the central word in his philosophy is free­

• "Man is mediated by things to the very same degree that things are 
mediated by man." 
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dom, it must also be said that it is a freedom whose source is a 
curse. For the French writer we are doomed to be free, and that 
is why we speak, write, and each day begin anew to carve our 
statue of ourselves out of smoke: an absurd rebellion against our 
death and an image of our destruction. Sartre's vision of man is 
that of the Fall: we are flawed, guilty, empty. The "project" is 
an attempt to fill the yawning hole, the lack of Being. But his 
conception of the "project" tells us nothing about a reality that 
reveals our plenitude in the very heart of emptiness : works of 
art. Thanks to those works, we may enter another world of 
meanings and see our own intimate self in another light: we 
escape the prison walls of the self. Genet and Saint Teresa are 
both authors of an muvre. Genet is an original writer; Saint 
Teresa is something more, something infinitely more precious : a 
visionary spirit coupled with an extraordinary critical awareness. 
(Compare Sartre's autobiographical Les mots [The Words] with 
what the Spanish nun tells us of her life. ) These works take on 
a life independent of their authors and are intelligible to us even 
though the life of their creators may not be. 

Baudelaire's answer to Sartre's criticism is his poems. Where 
does the truth lie: in his letters and other private documents or 
in his published work? Born of bad faith and the masochistic 
narcissism of a voyeur, for whom the nakedness of a woman is a 
mirror that reduces him to a mere reflection and thus preserves 
him from the gaze of others, does this poetry free us or enslave 
us, does it lie to us or does it tell us something essential about 
man and his language? Every great work of art forces us to ask 
ourselves what language is. This question places the meanings, 
the world of convictions that sustain the historical man, between 
parentheses, in order that the other may appear. Although 
Sartre has asked himself this question, he does not believe that 
it is the task of poetry to pose it and answer it: he is persuaded 
that the poet turns words into things. But once they are touched 
by the hand of man, things become suffused with meaning; they 
become a question or an answer. All human works are lan­
guages. The poet does not transform the word into an object: he 
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gives the sign back its multiple meaning as a signiJier and 
obliges the reader to complete his work. A poem is a continual 
re-creation. Sartre's purpose was not to judge poetry but to 
unmask the poet, to destroy the myth of the poet. He failed. 
For one thing, the analysis of Baudelaire's "existential project" 
sheds no lights on the real meaning of his work; for another, 
Baudelaire's life is unintelligible without his poems. I do not 
say that his work explains his life; what I mean to say is that it is 
an integral part of his life: without his poems Baudelaire would 
not be Baudelaire. The paradoxical nature of the relations 
between a life and an reuvre stem from the fact that they are 
complementary realities in only one sense: we can read Baude­
laire's poems without knowing a single detail of his biography; 
but we cannot study his life if we ignore the fact that he was the 
author of Les {leurs du mal. 

The Rules of the Exception 

Sartre's critique of Baudelaire has a more general interest since 
in this essay he outlines a distinction between rebels and revolu­
tionaries that seems to me to be central to his political thought. 
His starting point is not so much the contrast between uses and 
abuses as between an unjust order and the injustices of order: 
the uses of the bourgeois regime are genuine abuses, while the 
abuses of the Socialist regimes are transitory historical evils. The 
reason for this relativism is not difficult to grasp. Bourgeois soci­
ety can give us freedoms, but its real structures are essentially a 
denial of freedom; evil is inherent in its very nature: it stems 
from the private ownership of the means of production. The mo­
rality and the laws of bourgeois society hide its reality: the 
exploitation of man by man. 

Though a Communist regime deprives its subjects of certain 
rights and freedoms for a more or less extended period of time, 
its ultimate goal is freedom : it is based on the principle 
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of collective ownership and the cornerstone of its ethic is the 
universal liberation of mankind. The first question we might ask 
ourselves is whether the actual situation in China or the Soviet 
Union bears any real relation to this idea. At this point in history 
it would seem absurd to maintain that there is such a relation­
ship between the idea and the reality: the claim that human 
exploitation has disappeared in these countries, or that it is well 
on its way to disappearing, belongs more to the realm of belief 
than to the realm of experience and reason. But let us grant the 
fact that the dichotomy is real. If so, what attitude should Chi­
nese, Russian, or Yugoslavian citizens take with regard to the 
abuses of their governments? Some will say that the import 
of their rebellion is different: in a bourgeois regime, customary 
uses are abuses; in a Socialist regime uses and abuses are two 
quite different things, and, as a consequence, rebellion is legiti­
mate: it is not merely an instance of bad faith. I shall note that 
this line of argument justifies the rebellion of citizens in these 
countries but not the conduct of revolutionary governments. I 
grant that a revolutionary government may stray from the 
straight and narrow path from time to time. Nonetheless, the 
universal rule splits down the middle : there are two types of 
abuses and two types of rebels, the good and the bad, theirs and 
ours. The citizen of a Socialist country may be a rebel but not a 
revolutionary; the citizen of a bourgeois nation must be a revo­
lutionary rather than a rebel. This is the subject of several of 
Sartre's plays, and it gives rise to another question: what is the 
proper attitude of a revolutionary in the West toward the rebels 
of the Socialist countries? Should he condemn them in the name 
of the universal undertaking that socialism represents, or should 
he help them by any means at his disposal? The first attitude 
would be a return to Stalinism, and the second . . . 

I am well aware that the actual circumstances are much more 
complicated and that a number of positions are possible 
between the two extremes that I have pointed out; what I 
would like to emphasize is the shakiness of a distinction that at 
first glance may appear to apply universally. In theory Sartre is 
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quite right: his moral relativism is not all that relative since it is 
based on a valid rule that applies to everyone in this period of 
history. This rule is not an ironclad law: it is based on a univer­
sal goal, the liberation of all mankind, which is both a conse­
quence of modern history and a matter of free choice. This 
goal or "project" is the mediation between us and the world we 
live in. Moral distinctions depend on this project and this proj­
ect in turn depends on the real situation of the society one 
belongs to : doing away with the abuses of a bourgeois regime is 
not enough, because its injustice is radical and built into the 
system. Nonetheless, the issue becomes clouded the moment we 
compare the rule to the reality: the dichotomy cannot withstand 
scrutiny and vanishes in thin air. 

In our day a new element has entered the picture, the revolt 
of the Third World: does the distinction between revolutionaries 
and rebels apply to us too? It obviously does not, and Sartre has 
supported movements of rebellion in the European colonies and 
in Latin America. Hardly any of these movements are Socialist, 
in the strict sense of the word, and all of them are ardently 
nationalist. Many of them are a paradoxical combination of both 
tendencies: Nasser's version of Arab Socialism or that of the 
Algerians is not an attempt to fuse the pan-Arab movement with 
Socialism but rather to Arabize the latter. Their rebellion is that 
of a particularism, precisely the contrax;r of what Sartre claims 
to be the case: the dissolution of the exception in the universal 
rule. The same thing is happening in other nations of Asia and 
Africa. And in countries where the leaders proclaim themselves 
disciples of Marx and Lenin, as in Cuba, they nonetheless con­
tinue to stress the fact that their national revolutions are original 
and independent movements. Thus there is a third class of 
rebels, to which Sartre's distinction is not applicable: their rebel­
lion is an affirmation of their uniqueness. 

The dissension among the already well-established powers is 
equally palpable. The quarrel between the Russians and the 
Chinese is the most serious one dividing the Socialist states but 
not the only one. Although these differences take the form of 
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ideological quarrels, their real roots lie in the national particu­
larisms and the conflicting political and economic interests of 
the members of the "Socialist" group. There are also splits within 
the other bloc and it too threatens to fall apart. The tendencies 
represented by General de Gaulle are not merely a transitory 
phenomenon, as the Americans would have us believe, but a 
sign of the political resurrection of Western Europe. In the not 
too distant future the nations of Europe, by forming a commu­
nity or by concluding bilateral pacts, will establish an inde­
pendent policy that will soon cause conflicts of interest with 
both the Americans and the Russians. Japan will shortly follow 
the same path. The gradual breaking up of the "free world" 
alliance is the counterpart in reverse of that taking place in the 
other bloc: in the West, political and economic differences are 
the first to make themselves felt, then national ones, and finally 
ideological ones. And it is significant that the divisions within 
these two former solid blocs are not the reflection of any sort of 
transformation of social and economic structures or of a change 
in political philosophy: one bloc continues to call itself Socialist 
and the other democratic. 

The contradiction in our time is not the one Marxism made us 
aware of-that between capital and labor-but another one that 
neither the founders of the doctrine nor their disciples foresaw. 
This conflict is that between the "developed" and the "under­
developed" countries. The irreducible and increasingly severe 
antagonism between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat that 
Marx predicted has proven to be more strictly applicable to the 
relations between these two groups : the rich nations are becom­
ing richer and the poor nations poorer every day. But the cate­
gories of Marxism do not fit the present situation nor do they 
explain the new contradiction. The revolt of the Third World 
is a pluralist movement, and the creation of a universal society 
is not one of its goals. The political and social forms that it 
adopts, from State Socialism to a private economy, are not ends 
in themselves but means to speed up its historical evolution 
and become modem. Hence they are not a universal model. The 
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Third World lacks a general revolutionary theory and a pro­
gram; it has no philosophy nor does it aspire to construct the 
city of the future according to the dictates of reason or the logic 
of history; nor is it a doctrine of salvation or liberation as Bud­
dhism, Christianity, the French Revolution, and revolutionary 
Marxism were in their time. In short, it is a world-wide revolt 
but it is not ecumenical; it is an afBnnation of a particularism 
through a universalism--and not vice versa. I do not mean to 
say thereby that it is illegitimate. On the contrary, it not only 
seems right to me, but I also believe that it is the last chance we 
Latin Americans have of becoming historical subjects after the 
great failure of our struggle for independence. It is the only way 
that we will cease to be objects, to use Sartre's vocabulary, and 
begin to be our own masters. This is what our revolt is. But it is 
not a universal project, and as a consequence we cannot deduce 
any universal rule from it. The distinction between rebels and 
revolutionaries vanishes because no single goal is discernible in 
contemporary history. To deny that such a goal exists does not 
mean that we have regressed to a crude empiricism. If a change 
in the nature of human time is taking place, as I firmly believe, 
the phenomenon is affecting our beliefs and systems of thought. 
What is happening is that rectilinear time is ending and another 
time is beginning. 

The End in the Beginning 

The use of the word revolution in the sense of a violent and 
crucial change of society belongs to a period that conceived of 
history as an endless process. Whether rectilinear, evolutionary, 
or dialectical, history had a more or less predictable direction. 
It was of little moment that this process appeared to have the 
form of a curve or a spiral or a zigzag when examined in detail; 
in the final analysis it was a straight line: history was a continu­
ous forward march. This idea could not have come to the fore 
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during the reign of the cyclical conception of time, and of the 
Christian idea of eternity. The destruction of both ideas was the 
work of reason. But this destruction was possible only because a 
change in the statw of reason had already occurred. Meta­
physics regarded reason as the foundation of the order of the 
universe, the su.£6cient principle of everything that exists; reason 
was the guarantee of the coherency of the universe, that is to 
say its cohesion, and thus it was the origin and the center of 
movement itself. There was a pact, so to speak, between Chris­
tian time and Greek geometry: the rectilinear and finite time of 
mankind ruled on earth; the circular and eternal time of the 
stars and the angels ruled in the heavens. After the critique of 
the gods, reason criticized itself and ceased to occupy the center 
of the cosmos. But it did not lose its privileges thereby: it 
became the revolutionary principle par excellence. An agent 
capable of modifying the course of events, reason became active 
and libertarian. Active: it was movement, an ever-changing, 
ever-ascending principle; libertarian: it was men's instrument 
to change the world and change themselves. Human society 
became the field of operation of reason, and history the unfolding 
of an idea: a discourse that man had been delivering since the 
beginning. The first words of history were a stammer; they soon 
became a march of syllogisms. The progress of society was also 
that of reason: the story of the feats of technology possessed the 
clarity and the perfect consistency of a logical demonstration. 

Marxism has been the most coherent and most convincing 
expression of this way of thinking. It combines the prestige of 
science and that of morality; at the same time it is a total system 
of thought, like the religions and philosophies of the past. If 
history is the convergent march of society and reason, revolu­
tionary action will consist in suppressing the contradictions 
between them at higher and higher levels. Reason must march 
along with its feet on the ground, and simultaneously society 
and nature must be humanized: that is, their action must 
promote freedom and take on the logical necessity of a rational 
operation. In the bourgeois era the basic contradiction is the 
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divergence between the system of ownership and the system of 
production: the second is "more rational" than the first. Indus­
trial production tends toward universality, it is energy tamed by 
man which in tum can tame nature forever; private property 
stifles the social force of production, the proletariat, and stands 
in the way of the universal availability of products by with­
drawing them from circulation, either through accumulation or 
through waste. The industrial system creates abundance, but capi­
talism prevents the masses, either the proletariat or the huge 
numbers of colonial slaves, from sharing it. The meaning of 
Communist theory is twofold: Communism frees the forces of 
production and universalizes the distribution of products. 
Abundance makes equality possible and the two together bring 
about authentic, concrete freedom. As the revolutionary process 
is completed, classes and nations disappear; civil and economic 
society become one; the contradictions between economics and 
politics fade away: the State, its morality and its police, wither 
away. Finally, in its most advanced stage Communi�m dissolves 
the fundamental contradiction of what Marx called human "pre­
history": the economic system becomes totally social, that is to 
say rational and universal; and reason becomes socialized. At 
that moment other contradictions, which are not specified in 
Communist doctrine, arise. . . . As we all know, the contradic­
tions that actually developed were different, and appeared 
before the revolutionary process that corresponds to this era was 
completed. There is no point in drawing up a list of them: the 
universal class, the proletariat, remained under the sway of 
reformism and nationalism; no revolutions took place in the 
developed countries; Nazism triumphed in Germany; in Russia, 
Stalinism liquidated Lenin's comrades; and in the Third World, 
the central protagonists of revolt today are the peasants, the 
petty bourgeoisie, and intellectuals. . . . Apart from the fact that 
they are not part of the logic of the system, these unexpected 
contradictions were like the intrusion of another reality, a dis­
sonant, archaic one: something like the appearance of a 
drunken poet at a meeting of university professors. History 
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began to go astray. It ceased to be a discourse and once again 
became an enigmatic though perhaps not a totally incoherent 
text. 

After all this, the temptation to bury Marxism is understand­
able. Nothing could be more difficult, however. In the first place, 
this philosophy is part of our very selves; it is more or less in our 
blood. And second, to reject its moral heritage would be to reject 
at the same time the most lucid and most generous part of mod­
em thought. Marxism has become a point of view. Its position 
is similar to that of Euclidean geometry: it has turned out not to 
apply to every sort of space. Nonetheless, its limitation lies not 
only in the fact that it is not applicable to all societies ( primi­
tive ones for example ) ,  • but also in the fact that it has not been 
able to tell us what the over-all meaning of the march of history 
is. There is a special branch within the modem science of evolu­
tion, the biology of microevolution, that studies the changes that 
occur within cells. It is the central discipline within this area, 
and the discoveries that researchers in this field have made have 
radically changed our ideas regarding heredity and the muta­
tion of species. But specialists in microevolution are unable to 
explain the "direction" of mutations. The comparison of micro­
evolution with Marxism is not a gratuitous one. The essence of 
my method, Marx states in the preface to DQ3 Kapital, "is the 
force of abstraction." The "social cell" is isolated by analysis and 
then broken down into its component elements. Marxism has 
met with much the same failure as microevolutionary theory: it 
has described the social cell and revealed its internal structure 
but it has been unable to predict the general direction that soci­
ety will take. 

Precisely because it is the most consistent and most thorough­
going form of thought corresponding to the era of rectilinear 
time, Marxism reveals that this time is not the only kind of time 
there is. And we might perhaps add: if dialectics has proven 

0 See Chapter XVI of Claude Levi-Strauss's Anthropologle structurale on 
consanguineous relations and economic structures among primitive peoples. 
(Engllsh translation, Structural Anthropologl/, 1963. ) 
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incapable of discovering its constitutive principle it is because, 
like all modem philosophies, it is built over an abyss. This abyss 
is the great yawning gap left when the old cyclical time split 
apart. Our time is that of the search for a foundation, or as 
Hegel said, that of the consciousness of a split. Marxism has 
been an attempt to unite what was separated. Its central con­
cern was society: it discovered that the basic cell is a complex 
organism, a tissue of relations determined by the social process 
of economic production; it also revealed the interdependence of 
interests and ideas; and, finally, it demonstrated that societies 
are not formless amalgams but totalities of unconscious and 
semiconscious forces ( economics, superstructures, and ideologies 
constantly interacting) which obey certain laws that are inde­
pendent of our will. But today many of its theories, from the 
concept of culture as a reflection of the social relations of pro­
duction to the idea of the universal revolutionary mission of the 
proletariat, strike us as quite dubious. We have a different 
view at present of the correspondences and interrelations 
between the systems of production, philosophies, institutions, 
and artistic styles of each historical period. 

Marx was the founder of the science of social relations. He 
failed, however, to deal with the morphology of societies and 
civilizations, with what separates them and distinguishes them 
above and beyond their economic production. There are many 
things that have no place within the Marxist schema, from works 
of art to human passions: everything that is un,que, either 
within an individual person or within civilizations. Marx was 
insensitive to something that was to be one of Nietzsche's dis­
coveries: the physiognomy of cultures, the particular form and 
the unique mission of each of them. He did not see that the 
so-called superstructures, far from being mere reflections of the 
systems of production, are also symbolic expressions and that 
history, which is a language, is above all else a metaphor. This 
metaphor is many metaphors : human societies, civilizations. 
And it is also a single metaphor: the dialogue between man and 
the world. Marx was unable to account for the "miracle" of 
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Greek art: it did not correspond to the social system of Greece. 
What would he have said if he had been intimately acquainted 
with the arts of primitive peoples or those of the Orient and pre­
Columbian America? Yet the nature of these arts is no different 
from that of the arts of modem times or those of the Renais­
sance: they are metaphors of man as he confronts the world, 
metaphors of the world within man. Marxism, finally, has been 
one of the agents of the historical change of our century, but its 
explanation of these changes has been inadequate and above all 
its pronouncements as to its meaning and its predictions as to 
its direction have proven false. From this point of view, the 
truth of the matter is precisely the contrary of what Sartre 
believes : Marxism is not a body of knowledge or a method of 
investigation but an ideology. It is so on two counts: in the 
Communist countries, it hides social realities beneath a veil of 
concepts and thus serves as a coverup for basically unjust social 
relations; and in the non-Communist countries, as Sartre himself 
admits, it has turned into a "dogmatic metaphysics." 

Although Marxism has become an ideology, it was a critical 
philosophy in the beginning. The secret of its vitality today and 
the seeds of its future fertility lie in its critical powers. When I 
speak of the vitality of critical Marxism today, I am not thinking 
of Sartre's disquisitions on dialectics or Althusser's ingenious and 
scholarly variations on Marxist themes, but in the resurrection 
of the critical spirit in Poland, Czechoslovakia, and other 
nations of Eastern Europe-if the books and essays by Kolakow­
ski and others are any indication. Sartre is attempting to recon­
cile Marxism and existentialism; Althusser Marxism and 
structuralism. Both have made contributions to Marxism as an 
"ideology": by that I mean that even when they criticize the 
vulgar versions of Marxism or those considered to be such (the 
dialectic of nature, "economism," etc. ), these authors carefully 
refrain from criticizing it as "ideology," thereby enhancing its 
status as a sacred body of writing. Sartre regards Marxism as a 
historical dialectic and thus distorts it and transforms it into a 
"method of investigation"-a philosophy with no foundation out-
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side of itself that is continually forced to constitute and reconsti­
tute itself. Althusser attempts to restore the dignity of Marxism 
as a science and a theory: structure over against history. This 
interpretation also distorts Marxism, not by transforming it into 
a "total philosophy" but into a science of sciences. The historical 
element disappears from Marxism, just as Sartre had previously 
undermined it as a structure. As Fran�ois Furet puts it: 

Structural analysis is an attempt to extend the methods of the natural 
sciences to the human sciences, but Althusser and his friends are 
subtly forcing it in the direction of Marxist dogmatism, which they 
claim to be an a priori of reflection-since from the very beginning 
they have regarded this latter as an equivalent of the mathematical 
model. 

Althusser's source is Marx's General Introduction to tl1e Critique 
of Political Economy ( 1857) ,  in whose pages the latter outlines 
a program for the methodology of this science in terms that to a 
certain degree anticipate structuralism. (This is not surprising; 
I have said above that Marx's model was the cell: "merchandjse 
is the cellular economic form," he states in the preface of Vas 
Kapital. ) But in this same Introduction Marx relentlessly ham­
mers home the point that social science is historical: 'When we 
speak of production, it is always a question of production in a 
specific state of social evolution." Althusser grants that Marx 
produced new knowledge without being entirely aware that he 
had done so. This idea is a hundred-per-cent Marxist: science 
and work produce knowledge, they make matter human and 
intelligible. And precisely because it is a product, this knowl­
edge is historical-it is not a mathematical structure. Sartre 
regards Marxism as a history and an ethic; Althusser regards it 
as a science. Both claim that their aim is to make it invulnerable 
to any sort of criticism. In actual fact, they do not criticize it at 
all: they set it up as an untouchable model, either of the his­
torical process or of the structures of science. 
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If the essence of Marxism is criticism, it can be revised only 
by an act of self-criticism. Criticism of Marxism as an ideology 
is indispensable if there is to be a rebirth of revolutionary 
thought. The program for this critical revision was outlined by 
Marx himself, and as Kostas Papaioannou points out• we need 
only substitute the words ideological Marxism for religion in the 
following passage to see how perfectly it applies to our time: 

Criticism of religion is the necessary condition of all criticism . .  , the 
foundation of unreligious criticism is this: man makes religion, not 
religion man . . . .  But man is the world of man, the State, society. 
This State and this society produce religion: an absurd awareness of 
the world, because they themselves constitute an absurd world. 
Religion is the general theory of this world, its encyclopedic com­
pendium, its logic in popular form . . . its moral sanction, its general 
principle of justification and consolation . . .  the fight against religion 
is thus automatically a fight against this world . . .  the criticism of 
religion is inherently that of this vale of tears . . . the criticism of 
heaven becomes the criticism of earth, the criticism of religion that of 
law, the criticism of theology that of politics. . . . 

I would gladly exchange all the speculations of modem Marxists 
with regard to dialectics, language, structure, or praxis among 
Lacandonians for a concrete analysis of the social relations of 
production in the Soviet Union or China. But the criticism of 
earth is impossible without the criticism of heaven. No, Marxism 
is neither a complete philosophy nor an ideology, even though 
those who govern (and speak) in its name have made it into a 
"general theory of the world" and an "encyclopedic compen­
dium." In the prologue to his Critique of Political Economy 
( 1859) ,  Marx relates how he and Engels decided in 1845 to 
make their "examination of philosophical conscience." The result 
was The German Ideology. Perhaps someone in our generation 
will have the courage and the genius to undertake an equally 

• L'Idlologle frolde ( 1967) .  
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rigorous examination. Until that day, our philosophers, sages, 
and poets, not content with putting before us the apology of the 
ideological heaven, will continue to put before us that of the 
earth and its tyrants. 

A Form in Search of Itself 

The destiny of the revolutionary, as a hero or an archetype of 
rectilinear time, has been parallel to that of the theories that 
have simultaneously expressed and shaped our era, from Machi­
avelli to Trotsky. When man is confronted with a state of affairs 
that is unjust he rebels. This rebellion begins as a naysaying and 
gradually becomes a consciousness : it becomes a critique of the 
existing order and a determination to bring about a new just, 
rational, universal order. Criticism is followed by action: waging 
revolution demands the invention of a technique and an ethic. 
Revolutionary technique views violence as an instrument and 
power as a lever. It transforms human relations into physical 
objects, mechanisms, or forces. Reactionary violence is passion­
ate: it takes the form of punishment, humiliation, vengeance, 
sacrifice; revolutionary violence is rational and abstract: not a 
passion but a technique. If violence becomes a technique, a new 
ethic is needed to justify or reconcile the contradiction between 
force and reason, freedom and power. Traditional ethics dis­
tinguished between means and ends-a theoretical distinction 
that rarely prevented crime and abuses but a distinction none· 
theless. The revolutionary, as Trotsky explains with a sort of icy 
passion in Their Morals and Ours, cannot allow himself the 
luxury of making such a distinction. Ends and means are not 
good or bad in themselves : they simply further revolution or 
they do not. The ethics of the categorical imperative, or any 
other similar ethic, is viable only in a society that has forever 
destroyed the sources of coercion and violence: private property 
and the State. Two extremes : Gandhi and Trotsky. The first was 
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persuaded that the only thing that counts are means : if they are 
good, the ends will also be good. Trotsky refuses to make a dis­
tinction between means and ends : both depend on specific his­
torical situations. Means are ends and ends are means: what 
counts is the historical context, the class struggle. 

Trotsky's ideas may alarm us but we cannot label them 
immoral without proving ourselves hypocrites or falling into 
Manichaeism. Everything changes, however, once the revolu­
tionary seizes power. The contradiction between reason and 
violence, power and freedom, which has been veiled during 
revolutionary struggle, now becomes blindingly apparent : on 
assuming authority, the revolutionary is no longer the instru­
ment of the violence of the slave but of the injustice of power. I 
grant that it is not impossible to justify terror: if the revolution­
ary State must ward off attacks from its enemies, both within 
and without, violence is legitimate. But who is to judge whether 
terror is legitimate: its victims or the theologians in power? This 
point could be debated endlessly. Whatever our views on the 
matter, there is one thing that seems to be beyond question: 
terror is an exceptional means. Its continued use betrays the fact 
that the revolutionary State has degenerated into a Caesarism. 
Moreover, when the revolutionary seizes power, he is faced with 
another problem: the new state of affairs never quite coincides 
with revolutionary ideas and programs. It would be surprising if 
it did: these programs are applied not to physical objects but to 
human societies which by their very nature are unpredictable. 
In the face of the opacity of the new situation, two paths are 
open to the revolutionary: rebellion or power, the scaffold or 
administration. The revolutionary ends up exactly where he 
began: he must either submit or rebel. Whichever solution he 
chooses, he ceases to be a revolutionary. The cycle comes to an 
end and another begins. It is the end of rectilinear time: history 
is not a continuous march forward. 

The end of rectilinear time can be interpreted in two ways. 
It may be thought of as the absolute end of human history : an 
atomic holocaust, for instance, might destroy all mankind. This 
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apocalyptic vision, full of disturbing Christian overtones, is the 
very basis of the Soviet Union's policy of peaceful coexistence. 
Not without reason, the Chinese find this scandalous and have 
denounced it as a betrayal of Marxist doctrine. The claim that 
history may well end in a great burst of fire involves a number 
of minor heresies and one major one: history ceases to be a dia­
lectical process and the march of reality toward rationality ends 
in an irrational act, one that is meaningless by definition: a 
physical explosion. The second way of conceiving of the end of 
rectilinear time is a much more modest one: we may simply 
note that the orientation of modern history has changed, and 
that times literally are changing: a real revuelta. To say that 
rectilinear time is drawing to a close is not an intellectual heresy 
nor does it betray a nostalgia for myth and its bloody and fateful 
cycles. Time is changing form and with it our vision of the 
world, our intellectual concepts, our art and our politics. Per­
haps it is premature to try to say what form time is assuming; 
but we may nonetheless single out, here and there, a few signs 
pointing to such a change. 

Since 1905, the universe has changed shape and the straight 
line has lost its pre-eminence. "Einstein's space is no longer the 
stage on which the drama of physics was played out; space 
today is one of the actors because gravitation is entirely con­
trolled by curvature, a geometrical property of space," Whit­
taker says. We need hardly mention the modern conception of 
the structure of the atom: the elementary particles are not really 
elements but zones of interaction, fields of relations. A similar 
change can be noted in the other sciences : the biology of micro­
evolution, linguistics, information theory, and Levi-Strauss's 
structural anthropology are abandoning linear explanations; all 
of them view reality as a system of synchronic relations. The 
cell, the word, the sign, the social group : each of these units is a 
totality of particles, like those that go to make up the atom; 
rather than an isolated unit, each of these particles is a relation. 

Linguistic analysis, according to Roman Jakobson, distin­
guishes two levels within language: the semantic level, from the 
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morpheme to the word, the phrase, and the text; and the 
phonological level: phonemes and distinctive particles. The B.rst 
level is governed by meaning; the second is a structure that 
might be called upresignificative," though without it there 
would be no meaning. The phonemes are usystems of symbolic 
atoms," each one of which is composed of differentiating parti­
cles : although the phonemes and their particles have no mean­
ing in and of themselves, they participate in the process of 
signifl.cation because they serve to distinguish one phonological 
unit from another. They are units of differentiation : this is not 
that. At its simplest level language is a system of relationships 
of opposition or association, and all the immense wealth of lin­
guistic fonns and meanings is based on this binary structure. If 
we go from the phonemic level to the level of words, we again 
see that language is a sort of transformation mechanism: the 
different combinations of words-that is to say, their position 
within the phrase-produce meaning. This phenomenon is 
repeated again on the level of the text: the meaning varies 
according to the position of the sentences. These relations are 
not "'historical," or diachronic : language is a permanent struc­
ture. I. A. Richards has recently pointed out that the same 
combinatory process operates in microbiology: uThe molecular, 
chromosomatic and cellular levels are the counterparts of 
the morpheme, the phrase and the text in the linguistic hier­
archy." The analogy can be extended to anthropology, to com­
munications theory, and to other fields, not excluding artistic 
and poetic creation. 

In a recent book by Stephen Touhnin and June Good.Beld 
( The Architectute of Matter) ,  I read : �he distinction between 
living and non-living things can no longer be drawn in material 
terms. What marks them off from one another is not the stuff of 
which they are made : the contrast is rather one between systems 
where organization and activities differ in complexity." An orga­
nization, a structure: a circuit of relations. All these conceptions 
reduce rectilinear time to a variable in the system of relations. 
Chronology, the order in which one thing follows upon another, 
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is a relation but it is not the only one or the most important one. 
The modem sciences-physics, linguistics, genetics, anthropol­
ogy-study synchronic rather than diachronic relations. The 
model of science is not history. Strictly speaking, before and 
after are ways of referring to phenomena: symbolic expressions 
or metaphors, linguistic devices. 

In The Idea of Progress, the English historian J. B. Bury 
describes the efforts of sociologists and historians of the past 
century to discover the law of motion of civilization. Despite 
Immanuel Kant's hopes, no Kepler or Newton has yet discov­
ered this historical law. For a time the theory of evolution, 
rather than physics or astronomy, seemed to offer a solid founda­
tion. Darwin ended his Origin of Species with these words: 

As all the living forms of Ufe are the lineal descendants of these which 
lived before the Silurian epoch, we may feel certain thnt the ordinary 
succession by generation has never once broken, and that no cataclysm 
has desolated the whole world. . . . And as natural selection works 
solely by and for the good of each being, all corporeal and mental 
environments will tend towards perfection. 

But contemporary physics and astronomy, flrst of all, lean 
toward the view that the universe has been, and still remains, 
the theater of continuous explosions and cataclysms; and sec­
ond, even if it were true that natural selection operates as a 
Providence "by and for the good of each being" -it is a biologi­
cal law that is not applicable to human history. On the other 
hand, by discovering the plurality of societies and civilizations, 
history and ethnology have shown that the idea of progress, not 
as a law but as an ideological agent of social change, has had 
very little influence on mankind, save in the Western world and 
in modem times. Our civilization has not been ( and will not be) 
the only civilization, and the idea of progress has likewise not 
been (and will not be) the only one to inspire men. The notion 
of progress, Bury says, implies "the illusion of deliberate pur­
pose." At the same time it destroys it. If everything is change, 
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the idea of progress is condemned to death by this process itseU:  
·another star, unnoticed now or invisible, will climb up the 
intellectual heaven, and human emotions will react to its inB.u­
ence, human plans respond to its guidance." 

The artistic forms of the past, both classical and Baroque, 
were closed forms. Intended to present reality, they always had 
an over-all pattern enclosed within definite boundaries. Since 
Symbolism, artists have isolated the elements, broken the form, 
and split the presence. The aim of Symbolism was not so much 
to convoke reality as to evoke it. Poetry became a liturgy of 
absence, and later a verbal explosion. The other arts followed in 
poetry's footsteps. The breaking of closed form was followed by 
the attack on language; the destruction of meaning by the 
destruction of the sign; the destruction of the image by that of 
the painted representation. In extreme forms, as in "concrete 
poetry; the poem is a typographical composition halfway 
between the sign and the signified; and painting has ceased to 
be painting in the strict sense of the word : it is the triumph of 
the object over representation ( Pop Art ) and of technique over 
expression ( Op Art).  But the history of modem art is not merely 
the history of the breaking up of closed form. At the end of the 
last century, shortly before his death, Mallanne published Un 
coup ds cia. In 1g65, in Los signos en r6taci6n [Sign.s in Rotation],  
I discussed this text. I shall repeat here that Mallanne's work 
represented more than the birth of a style or a movement: it 
was the appearance of an open form, the pmpose of which 
was to escape linear writing. A form that destroys itseU and 
starts all over: it is reborn only to fall to pieces again and 
reconstruct itself again. The page also ceases to be mere back­
ground: it is a space that participates in the meaning, not 
because it possesses meaning in and of itself but because it 
enters into alternate relations of opposition and conjunction with 
the writing that by turn covers it and leaves it bare. The poem 
changes meaning as the position of its elements changes: words, 
phrases, and blanks. The page is writing; the writing space. In 
constant rotation, in perpetual quest of its ultimate meaning 
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without ever reaching it, the poem is a transformation mecha­
nism, like cells and atoms. These latter are transformers of 
energy and life; the poem, of symbolic representations. Both are 
apparatuses for producing metaphors. . . . Any work that really 
counts as our century goes on, whether in literature, music, or 
painting, is governed by a similar principle. Neither a circle 
traced around a flxed center nor a straight line: a wandering 
duality that expands and contracts, one and a thousand, yet 
always twofold, an eternal pair in conjunction or opposition, a 
relation that leads neither to unity nor to separation, meaning 
destroying itself and being reborn in its contrary. A form in 
search of itself. 

Revolt 

A civilization is a system of communicating vessels. There is 
therefore a certain justiflcation for my translating what I have 
said above regarding the tendencies of modern thought into 
historical and political terms. My flrst observation is this : i£ his­
tory does not march in a straight line, neither is it a circular 
process. Space moves along with us: it has ceased to be the 
stage and become one of the actors. The space in which the 
drama of history has been performed in recent centuries goes by 
the name of Latin America, Asia, and Africa. In Europe, the 
various peoples of that continent were, to a certain degree, the 
agents of history; in our countries they have been the objects of 
history. It is no exaggeration to say that we have been treated 
as a landscape, as things, or as inert space. Today this space has 
come alive and is participating in the drama. This brings me to 
my second point: if space is an actor, it is also an author. With 
its continual changes of cast and plot, history is no longer a play 
written by a philosopher, a party, or a powerful State; there is 
no such thing as "manifest destiny": no nation or class has a 
monopoly on the future. History is a daily invention, a perma-
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nent creation: a hypothesis, a game, a wager against the unpre­
dictable. Not a science, but a form of wisdom; not a technique, 
but an art. 

The end of rectilinear time is also the end of revolution, in 
the modem meaning of the word: a crucial change in a neutral 
space. But in the other, older sense, the end of the straight line 
confinns the fact that we are participating in a revolution: the 
wheeling of the stars, the rotation of civilizations and peoples. 
The shift in position of the words in our verbal universe can 
help us understand the meaning of what is happening. The 
word revolt was supplanted by the word revolution; faithful to 
its etymology, this latter word is today returning to its old mean­
ing, to its origin: we are living the beginning of a new time. The 
insurrection of the peoples of the Third World is not a rebel­
lion: whereas rebellions are eccentric, marginal, minority 
movements, this movement encompasses the greater part of 
humanity, and even though it began on the periphery of the 
industrial societies, it has become the focal point of our con­
cerns today. The insurrection of the Third World is not a revo­
lution either. We are witnesses of a pluralistic movement that 
does not flt our ideas of what a revolution is or ought to be. 
What it really represents is a popular and spontaneous revolt 
that is still in search of its ultimate meaning. It is being tom 
between extremes, and at the same time nourished by them: 
universal ideas are being used to justify its particularism; the 
originality of its age-old religions, arts, and philosophies is being 
used to justify its right to universality. A motley collection of 
peoples in rags and civilizations in tatters, the heterogeneity of 
the Third World is becoming a unity as it aligns itself against the 
West: it is the other by definition. its caricature and its con­
science, the other face of its inventions, its justice, its charity, its 
worship of the individual person, and its systems of social secu­
rity. A reflection of a past that antedates Christ and machines, it 
is also a determination to be modem; as a traditionalist move­
ment, the prisoner of rites and customs that go back thousands 
of years, it is unaware of the value and the meaning of its tradi-
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tion; as a modernist movement it wavers between Buddha and 
Marx, Siva and Darwin, Allah and cybernetics. It feels a fascina­
tion and a horror, a love and an envy of its former masters: it 
wants to be both like the "developed nations" and unlike them. 
The Third World has no idea what it is above and beyond a will 
to being. 

The industrial societies enjoy a prosperity that no other civili­
zation in the past has ever attained. This abundance is not a 
synonym of health: never in history has nihilism been so wide­
spread and so total. I shall not indulge in fateful prophecies of 
its imminent collapse. I do not feel that such a collapse is close 
at hand. Though I do not believe that the end of industrial soci­
eties is in store, neither do I refuse to see what is all too obvi­
ous : these societies are moving ahead rapidly, but they no longer 
have any idea of where they are going or why. In the last 
twenty years we have seen the universalist pretensions of the 
Soviet Union crumble. I place great hopes in Rwsian poets, 
sages, and artists. I hope, above all, that the Russian people will 
awaken: I would like to bear that deep, rumbling voice like a 
great clap of thunder that we sometimes bear when we read 
that country's poets and novelists. I believe in the spirit of the 
Russian people, but fortunately for them and for us, Moscow is 
not Rome. As for the United States, even though it is the most 
powerful country on earth, it lacks a philosophy worthy of its 
great strength. The political thought of Americans has been bor­
rowed from the English. It suited their needs in the era of Yankee 
expansion in Latin America; but today as a global ideology, it 
is as antiquated as the doctrine of "free enterprise," the steam­
boat, and other relics of the nineteenth century. The United 
States is a unique case in history: an imperiali�m in search of 
universality. Might the secret of the vitality of "isolationist" 
tendencies in America not lie in that nation's dim awareness that 
there is a profound contradiction between its power and the 
political philosophy on which that power is based? I must 
confess that my belief in the critical and democratic tradition of 
the United States is greater still than my belief in the religious 
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spirit of the Russians. It is a political and intellectual txadition 
and, at the same time, a poetic and prophetic tradition. Its 
roots are in the Reformation, and thus it is a religious tradition 
and a tradition of criticism of institutionalized religion. It has 
produced one of the great literatures of the modem era, from 
Thoreau and Melville to our days. The United States is the 
world center of economic and political power but it is also the 
world center of rebellion and self-criticism. This is what Latin 
Americans seldom see . . . .  The United States can no longer 
aspire to global hegemony, not only because of the existence of 
the Soviet Union-whose role as a rival has been diminished 
though not eliminated-but also because of the birth of China 
and the rebirth of Europe and Japan. The key to the future of 
the industiial societies, and to a great extent that of the revolt 
of the Third World, lies in Eastern and Western Europe. Great 
changes will occur there. An independent European policy 
would alter the relations between the superpowers and have a 
decisive effect on history in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. 
The industrial societies thus might begin a new sort of dialogue 
between themselves and the rest of the world. 

I do know what fate is in store for the revolt of the Third 
World. Economic and social development is an obsession with 
the leaders of these nations and their "intelligentsia," almost all 
of whom have been educated in the former metropolises. Some 
of them look on the more or less bureaucratic versions of "Social­
ism" as the most rapid way of reaching the industrial level; 
others place their trust in a "mixed economy," technology, for­
eign loans, education, and so on. At this point in history it is no 
longer possible to have the same confidence in bureaucratic 
"Socialism" as twenty years ago. Its defects have become obvi­
ous. The other solution is equally dubious. Foreign loans, which 
are always too small and always have strings attached, are fre­
quently counterproductive; they increase the rate of inHation 
rather than speeding up development, and since it is necessary 
to administer them, they spawn new armies of bureaucrats and 
"experts." These latter are the modem form of the plague; while 
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in the past smallpox and malaria decimated the population, this 
new plague from abroad paralyzes people's minds and imagina­
tions. As for technology: it is not only a method of development, 
but first and foremost a state of mind, an attitude toward nature 
and society. The majority of the peoples of Asia and Africa look 
on technology as a miracle, a form of magic rather than an 
operation in which a quantitative approach to the world plays 
the central role. 

Modern education has thus far been the dubious privilege of a 
minority. Its most immediate and most obvious result has been 
to erect a wall between an elite who have had a Western-style 
education and the masses who have a traditional culture. Minor­
ities without a people and a people without minorities. What is 
more, the victims of Western-style education suffer the illness 
called a "split personality," or in moral terms, "inauthenticity." 
Hence the most urgent task confronting the Third World is to 
regain its own being and face up to the realities of its situation. 
This requires pitiless self-criticism, and an equally rigorous 
examination of the true nature of its relations to modern ideas. 
These ideas in many cases have been mere superficial borrow­
ings : they have not been instruments of liberation but masks. 
Like all masks, their function is to shield us from the gaze of 
others, and, by a circular process that has often been described, 
to shield us from our own gaze. By hiding us from others, the 
mask also hides us from ourselves. For all these reasons, the 
Third World needs not so much political leaders, a common 
species, as something far more rare and precious: critics. We 
need many Swifts, Voltaires, Zamyatins, Orwells. And since in 
these countries, once the homelands of dionysiac orgies and 
erotic wisdom, a hypocritical and pedantic puritanism reigns 
today, we also need a Rabelais and a Restif de Ia Bretonne. 

The great problem that the industrial societies will confront in 
the next few decades is leisure. Leisure has been both the bless­
ing and the curse of a privileged minority. It will now be that of 
the masses. This is a problem that will not be resolved without 
the intervention of poetic imagination, in the strict sense of the 
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words poetry and imagination. In the precapitalist era, people 
were poorer, but they worked fewer hours and there were more 
holidays. Time never hung heavy on their hands, thanks to the 
many ceremonies, festivals, pilgrimages, and religious rites they 
took part in. Leisure is an art we have forgotten, as we have 
lost that of meditation and solitary contemplation. The West 
must rediscover the secret of the incarnation of poetry in collec­
tive life: the fiesta. The descent of the Word among men and 
the sharing of it: Pentecost and Passion. The other alternative 
is the debased leisures of the great empires, the Roman circus 
and the Byzantine hippodrome. Although the problems of the 
"underdeveloped" societies are exactly the contrary, they like­
wise require the exercise of imagination, both political and 
poetic. We have to invent models of development that are less 
costly than those constructed by Western "experts." More viable 
ones, and above all, ones more in keeping with each country's 
national character and its history. I mentioned above the need 
for an Indonesian Swift or an Arab Voltaire; the presence of an 
active imagination, rooted in native mental soil, is also indis­
pensable: dreaming and working in t�.ms of one's own reality. 
These peoples were the creators of architectonic complexes that 
were also centers of human community, points of convergence 
of imagination and practical action, human passions and con­
templation, pleasure and politics, peoples who made the garden 
a mirror of geometry, the temple a great piece of sculpture 
palpitating with symbols, the sound of water falling on stone a 
language rivaling that of the birds-how is it possible that they 
have denied their history and their destiny so radically? The 
leaders of these countries, despite their nationalism-or perhaps 
because of this very nationalism, which is yet another European 
mask-prefer the abstract language that they have learned in 
schools of economics in London, Paris, or Amsterdam. 

In a moment of understandable exasperation, the only Hindu 
Zamyatin that I know of, Nirad C. Chaudhuri, has written that 
the first thing that must be done is to expel all foreign experts 
from India; to reject all foreign aid, which is niggardly, humili-
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ating, and corrupting; to liquidate the handful of elite leaders, 
whether rightist or leftist, who worship Her Britannic Majesty 
or the Russian Communist Party, the Pentagon or Chairman 
Mao . . .  and begin all over again, as the Aryan tribes did four 
thousand years ago. But the Third World is condemned to mod­
ernity and the task confronting us is not so much to escape this 
fate as to discover a less inhuman form of conversion. A form 
that does not bring duplicity and split personalities in its wake, 
as is the case today. A form that does not bring on the ultimate 
alienation : the death of the soul. Hence the need for self-criti­
cism and imagination. Self-criticism puts its finger on the wound: 
falsehood; imagination projects models of development that are 
models of coexistence: the "standard of living" is an abstract 
category, whereas real life is concrete and particular . . . .  The 
revolt of the Third World has not discovered its proper form 
and therefore it has degenerated into different varieties of fren­
zied Caesarism or languishes beneath the stranglehold of 
bureaucracies that are both cynical and fuzzy-minded. The lead­
ers don't know exactly what they want or how to achieve the 
vague goals they have set. What has happened in recent years · 

in Asia, Africa, and Latin America is not encouraging. 
As for us Latin Americans : we are face to face with what 

may well be our last chance historically. We are repeatedly 
reminded that we are part of the Third World. It should also be 
pointed out that ours is a unique, borderline situation; like other 
peoples in the Third World, we have a very low level of indus­
trial development and are more or less completely dependent 
upon foreign powers (the United States in our case) .  At the 
same time, our economic and social situation is different, as is 
our history. The conquest and domination of Latin America by 
the Spanish and Portuguese bears little resemblance to that of 
Asia, and even less to that of Africa, conquered by other Euro­
pean peoples. Nor do our independence movements resemble 
those of these nations. Unlike what happened in India or South­
east Asia, none of the great pre-Columbian civilizations resisted 
domination; nor has any non-Christian religion survived among 
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our peoples. The steppingstone to modernity in Latin America is 
Christianity, not Mohammedanism or Buddhism or Hinduism. 
The leap into modernity is a natural one for us, in a manner of 
speaking: modernity began as a criticism of Christianity; it is 
the daughter of Christianity, not of Islam or of Hinduism. For 
us, Christianity is a path rather than an obstacle; it involves a 
change, not a conversion, as it does in Asia and Africa. The same 
must be said of the influence that European political thought, 
especially that of France, has had on our wars of independence 
and our republican institutions. They were a matter of choice, 
not a heritage of colonial domination. And, finally, the nature of 
social conflict is different in our case. However incomplete, 
imperfect, and riddled with injustices social and cultural inte­
gration may be in Latin America, in our countries there are 
not two societies with opposite values at loggerheads with each 
other, as in most Asiatic and African countries. There are ad­
mittedly minorities and customs that are holdovers from the 
pre-Hispanic period, but they are not as serious or as bur­
densome as the caste system in India, tribal loyalties in Africa, 
and nomadism in other regions. The history of Latin America 
has made it a case apart. What we really are is an eccentric, 
backward part of the West. 

The subject of Latin America requires separate analysis, and 
I have therefore refrained from dealing with it at length in the 
course of these scattered remarks and comments. Many years 
ago, in the final pages of another book, I pointed out that 

No one has bothered to take a good look at the blurred and fo1mless 
face of agrarian and nationalist revolutions in Latin America in order 
to try to understand them for what they are: a universal phenomenon 
thnt calls for a new interpretation. . . . What is even more depressing 
is the silence of the Latin American intelligentsia, which is living in 
the center of this whirlwind. , , , • 

• El laberlnto de lD solltud ( 1959; English translation, The Laburlnth of 
Solitude, 1961.) 
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The Cuban Revolution, which took place after these lines were 
written, makes such reflection even more urgent. For the pres­
ent, I will merely say that the task before us is not only to do 
away with an unjust and anachronistic state of affairs which 
condemns us to dependency on foreign powers in the interna­
tional sphere, and on the domestic scene to an endless cycle : 
dictatorship, followed by anarchy, and a return to dictatorship. 
Even more importantly, we must also endeavor to recover our 
true past, which was shattered, dispersed, and sold the day after 
we won our independence. Latin America has been dismem­
bered: nineteen pseudo-nations created by our '1iberators," by 
oligarchies and, later, by imperialism. The change of our social 
structures and the recovery of our past-that is to say Latin 
American unity-are not two different tasks : they are one and 
the same thing. The present political division of our continent 
makes no sense either historically or economically. Almost none 
of our countries, with the exception of the very largest of them, 
is a viable economic unit by itself. The same is true in the area 
of politics : the one thing that can save us is an association free 
of all non-Latin American influence. 

I do not know whether the peoples of Latin America will 
adopt the model of the Mexican or the Cuban Revolution. For 
different reasons, both these revolutions seem to me to have 
grave shortcomings. They are not really models but almost acci­
dental forms that two popular movements were forced by inter­
nal and external circumstances to assume. In the beginning both 
lacked a precise ideology. In all likelihood the other peoples of 
our continent will invent different forms. This is the great task 
confronting Latin America, one that will test the political 
imagination of our peoples : viable forms of revolt or reform 
(whichever best fits the case) must be discovered and new 
institutions and forms of human community must be created. 
Development does not merely mean quantitative progress : 
above all else, it is, or should be, a solution to the over-all prob­
lem of social life, including both work and leisure, being 
together and being by ourselves, individual freedom and popu-
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lar sovereignty, food and music, contemplation and love, 
physical and emotional needs. . . . Economic development and 
the reform of social and juridical structures would be useless 
without political confederation, without a Latin American alli­
ance. If we fail, we will continue to be what we are now: a 
hunting and fishing preserve-whether for Americans, as today, 
or their Russian or Chinese successors. 

Cyclical time was fatalistic: the bottom will eventually be the 
top, the way down is the way up. In order to break the cycle, 
man had no other recourse than to deny reality, the reality of 
the world and the reality of time. The most radical and con­
sistent criticism was that of Buddhism. But Buddhism, which 
began as a criticism of time, soon became a prisoner of circular 
time. In the West the idea of rectilinear time was based on the 
notion of identity and homogeneity. It denied, in the first 
instance, that man's nature is plural, that the self is always other. 
In the second instance, it denied the others: colored peoples, 
yellow peoples, madmen, lovers-all those who were different 
in some way or other. The answer to circular time was either 
sanctity or cynicism: Buddha or Diogenes; the answer to recti­
linear time was revolution or rebellion: Marx or Rimbaud. I do 
not know what the form of our age is : all I know is that it is a 
revolt. Satan does not want Cod to disappear: he wants to 
dethrone him, to speak with him as an equal, to re-establish the 
original relation, which was neither subjection nor annihilation 
of the other, but complementary opposition. Rectilinear time 
represented an attempt to eliminate dissimilarities, to suppress 
differences; contemporary revolt aspires to give otherness a 
place in historical life again. 

A new form is emerging amid the present confusion, a moving 
pattern that is ceaselessly forming and re-forming. Like atoms 
and cells, this form is dynamic because it is the daughter of the 
fundamental opposition: the binary relation between the I and 
the thou, between us and them. I do not have an idyllic view of 
dialogue: since it is a confrontation of two points of view whose 
difference is irreducible, it is more often a struggle than an 
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embrace. This dialogue is history itself: it does not exclude 
violence, but at the same time it is not merely violence. The 
revolt of Latin America is not simply an economical and political 
phenomenon; it is a historical movement and it encompasses 
those areas rather vaguely defined by the word civilization: a 
style, a language, a vision. Rod6 and Darfo were not mistaken 
in their belief that there was a fundamental incompatibility 
between Latin America and the United States. We are both 
eccentric offshoots of Europe; we have been shaped by differ­
ent pasts and our present is no less antagonistic. This incompati­
bility is not only a product of different systems, ideologies, or 
techniques but also of something that is irreducible to all of 
these--something that can only be expressed as a symbol or a 
metaphor: what was once called a soul, that of men and that of 
civilizations. We flght to preserve our souls; we speak so that 
the other may recognize our soul and so that we may recognize 
ourselves in his soul, which is different from ours. The powerful 
conceive of history as a mirror: in the battered faces of others­
the insulted and injured, the conquered or the "converted"­
they see their own face reflected. This is the dialogue of masks; 
that double monologue of the victimizer and the victimized. 
Revolt is the criticism of masks, the beginning of genuine dia­
logue. It is also the creation of our own f:1ces. Latin America is 
beginning to have a face. 
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