


The Faith of a Humanist

A few weeks ago, I had gone up from Florence to Fiesole. It was
not a beautiful day. The wealher was cold and dull, and I found
myself in a melancholy and hesilating mood. Any man engaged
in a long and arduous undertaking, can but ask himself now and
then : « Is it worth while ? »

That is what I could not help asking myself on that grey aflernoon:
Was it really worth while? Was I on the right way? Why inter-
rogate the past ? Why not let bygones be bygones ? There was so
much to do to go forward or simply to exist, so many practical
problems the solution of which called for immediate action. Instead
of taking infinite pains lo unravel an irrevocable past, was it nol
wiser lo raise crops and live stock, to bake bread, to build roads,
to minisler to the poor and suffering? Was I not like an idle man
in a very busy world ?  In each of those homes yonder on the hills
and in the valley, there lived people who took up one urgent task
after the other; they had hardly time fo think or to dream; they
were swept away by the needs of life,

Then 1 looked around me and for a while I forgot my own
perplexity. I had at last reached the top of the sacred hill. Remains
of ancient walls reminded one of the old Etruscan culture. Nearby
other ruins spoke of Roman power and refinement. Thus had civi-
lization steadily grown for more than a thousand years before
being brutally interrupted by the southward migrations of younger
peoples. Soon after however, fresh endeavours had been made; a new
spiritual life had begun and finally the medizval ideals had been
adequately accomplished in this Franciscan monastery, a magnifi-
cent assertion of virtue and charity against triwmphant barbarily.
And lo, yonder in the valley, — Florence ! Millions of litlle voices
reached my ears. Every stone of Florence told a story. The whole
Italian Renaissance was parading before me. Here in Fiesole and
there in Florence, twenty five cenluries of almost ininter-
rupted civilization had accumulated reminiscences and glories.
During this long period, men had laboured, suffered, fried in
many ways lo draw a liltle nearer to the truth, to understand the
wonderful world in which they were living, lo add here and there
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a litile touch of beauty... They had lived and passed away — one
hundred and [ifty generaiions of them or more — and nothing
remained of them, not even their bones, nothing but the monumenis
of beauly and virtue, nothing but the amount of truth, of beauty,
of justice which they had conquered, — pure gold, eternal joy
extracted from the chaos. The rest was dead for ever.

Power and wealth had vanished. There remained only the things
immaterial — ideals, or the monuments embodying them. These
ideals were still alive to-day. Man was still groping after them,
and nothing could be to him more interesting and pathetic than the
story of his ancient struggles around them, were they victories or
defeats. Was it not worth while to study this heroic struggle of man
with nature and with himself, fo observe the vicissitudes of his
progress, to enumerate his conquests, each of which was in fact a
new title of nobility?

On this sacred soil of Fiesole, deeply conscious of the smallness
of my means and of the difficullies to overcome, I dedicated myself
anew to this task. To ease my mind, I tried to express my faith
in plain words and I thereupon drafted the following lines. I
publish them here, after having made a few corrections, because
they may be a help to readers who undergo similar anxieties and
because they explain at the threshold of a new volume of Isis, the
spirit, the ambition, the hope of its editor.

To express my [aith I have lo say many things which are common-
place. I do not try in the least to be original, bul to state as simply
as possible things which I deem important. I wish they were even
more commonplace than they are.

I believe that the supreme end of life, as far as we can see it,
is to produce immalerial things such as truth, beauty, justice. For
our practical purposes, it is not necessary to know whether these
things exist in the absolute. Whether there be a superior limit or
not, and whether this limit can be uiltimately reached or not, I
believe that we must fight our way upwards toward these ideals.
I can find no other meaning to my life, no other spring to my
activity.

It is irritating to meet classical scholars and men of letters who
seem fo think that they are the guardians of culture, ancient and
modern, and yet who do nol see, nor Iry lo see, the whole world
of beauty which science is steadily unfolding under their very eyes.
Gigantic thoughls are developing in their presence, but they calmly
ignore them as if they were not men of their own day.

Il is none the less irrilaling to meel scientists and inventors who
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do not seem to be aware of all the (reasures of beauly and knowledge
which man has slowly accumulated in the lasl five or six millen-
niums, who do nol appreciate the charm and the nobilily of Lhe
past, and who regard arlists and historians alike as useless dreamers.

Gilbert Murray recently remarked (1) « that there are in life (wo
elemenls, one (ransilory and progressive, lhe other comparatively if
not absolulely non-progressive and elernal,and that the Soul is chiefly
concerned with the second ». The conceiled men of letters, the
so-called humanists, would fain claim thal their function is a higher
and more important one since ithe object of their studies is properly
this eternal element of life, while scientists are only concerned
with progressive and evanescent matters. But a further remark of
Gilbert Murray's shows that he at least knows betler : « One mighl
say roughly that material things are superseded butl spiritual things
not; or that every thing considered as an achievement can be
superseded, but considered as so much life not, »

It is true that most men of letters and I am sorry to add, not a [ew
scientisls, know science only by ils maleriel achievements, but
ignore its spirit and see neither its internal beauty nor the beauly
it extracts continually from the bosom of nature. Now I would say
that to find in the works of science of the past, that which is not
and cannol be superseded, is perhaps the most important part of
our own quest. A (rue humanist must know the life of science
as he knows the life of art and the life of religion.

We can but live in the presenl, and I believe that we must be
fully, unreservedly men of our own day. But to understand the
present and make it a litlle our own, we must look both towards
the pasi and towards the future. It is our duly to lake
advantage of every available source of information, to sel in full
light every action which was really great and noble, and yel to
look towards the future for greater and nobler things. Briefly, a
humanist's duty is not simply to study the past in a passive and
sheepish way and to lose himself in his admiration, he must needs
contemplate it from the summil of modern science, with the whole
of human experience al his disposal and with a heart full of hope.

And for my brother scientists I would add, that our life must be
useful indeed, but also beautiful, and that we need all the nobility
of the past as well as the expert knowledge of to-day, to go forward.
Our knowledge itself must be humane and generous, a thing of
beauty, or it is not worth having.

Of what use can it be to us men, lo build daring bridges, airships,

(") In his Religio Grammatici, Londen 1918,
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sky-scrapers, if we lose thereby the art of joy and humble life?
What is the use of comfort, of material cleanliness and accuracy, of
hygiene, if we are (v die of weariness and sheer monotony? —
A grain of genuine style is worth ten thousand pounds of comfort.

But there is even more to be said. It is worth while to interrogate
the past as fully as we can, because the race is more important
than the individual.

If the individual were more important, our yesterdays would be
like corpses and the past would really be a thing of the past. It
would be better then, after having taken out of it every praclical
thing that il contained, to throw it away on the rubbish heap.

But I believe, — nay, 1 know — thal the individual is only a
fragment of the race, thal it is the race that counts. The tree is
the real thing and not its lransitory leaves. Each of us is bul a leaf
from the human tree. Or belter still, the whole of humanity, past,
present and fulure, is bul one man. Origen had put it tersely some
sevenieen hundred years ago : « universus mundus velut animal
quoddam immensum »,

I believe that I am only a fragment of humanily, yel that I must
lry to look at things from the point of view of the whole, and not
of the fragment. Hence there is no past, there is no [ulure, simply
an everlasting present. We all live in the present, but the present
of the uneducated is narrow and mean, while that of a true humanist
is catholic and generous. If the past were not part of your present,
if it were nol a living past, il would be beller for you to leave il
alone,

What little we know, what little power we possess we owe il
lo the accumulaled endeavours of our ancestors. Mere gralefuiness
would already oblige us to study the history of these endeavours,
our most precious heirlooms. But we are nol to remain idle spec-
tators. It is not enough lo appreciate and admire what our anceslors
did, we must take up their best traditions, and that implies expert
knowledge and craftmanship, science and practice.

Hence, if we are anxious to do our best and to bear our full share
of the common burden, we must be historians, scientists, craftsmen;
— and we shall be true humanists only lo the exlent of our success
in combining the historical and the scientific spirilt.

This is a considerable task and we may not succeed in accom-
plishing it, but it certainly is worth while trying. Some of us al
least must needs do it and they should dedicate themselves to it in
the same spirit that medizval craftsmen dedicated themselves body
and soul, to their art,

Brussels, December 1919, GEORGE SARTON.

L

3686 — Soc. an. M. Weissenbruch, imprimeur du Roi, Bruxelles
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