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Ch.2: René Guénon

+++there are those whose vocation it is to provide
the keys with which the treasury of wisdom of other
traditions can be unlocked, revealing to those
who are destined to receive this wisdom the essent-
ial unity and universality and at the same time the
formal diversity of tradition and revelation.

: (Seyyed H.Nasr)(1)

In?keeping with the principles discussed in our previous
chapter, Ananda Coomaraswamy wrote that

«..the least important thing about Guénon is his
personality or biography...The fact is he has the
-invisibility that is proper to the complete philo=

sopher: our teleology can only be fulfilled when
we really become no one.(2)

Whitall Per;y, who knew Guénon persbnally, speaks of his "outér anony=-
mity" and of this "austere yet benevoléent figﬁre...ungraspable and
remote",(3) )

‘ There is indeed something elusive and enigmatic about René
Guénon the man. He left a formidable legacy of writings which testify
to his achievements as a metaphysician but his personal life remains
shrouded in obscurity. In France he has always commanded a small but
dedicated following and academic interest in Guénon shows some sign of
burgeoning there.(4) Elsewhere he remains a shadowy figure whose name
occasionally crops up in reference to French occultism or his pioneer-
ing study,_in'the West, of Advaifa Vedanta.The growing interest in
Guénon has generated no small amount of controversy amongstFrench
scholars about some aspecfs of his life, especially in the years from
1906 to 1912.(5) Here we shall confine ourselves to a biographical
sketch which leaves aside some of the unresolved questions about Gué-
non's life and which includes only such material for which there appears
to be persuasive evidence and reputable authority.(6) Furthermore, we

1. S.H.Nasr:Sufi Essays;Allen&Unwin,London,1972;p.126
2, AKC in SS:ACRR;p.223

3. W.Perry:"Coomaraswamy-the Man,Myth and History",SCR;XI,1iii,1977;p.160
and "The Man and His Witness" in SS:ACRR;p.6

4. See Bibliography A.5 and two reviews of some of the recent literature
in STUDIES IN RELIGION;VII,iv,1978;pp.472-475

5. Some of these controversies have been. dispassionately discussed in
J.P,Laurant:"Le probléme de René Guénon, ou Quelques questions
posées par les rapports de sa vie et de son oeuvre",REVUE DE
L!HEISTOIRE DES RELIGTIONS;CLXXTX,i,1971;pp.41-70

6. There ig still no definitive biography of Guénon. For some of the
biographical literature see Bibliography A.5
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shall only be interested in such aspects of his life as might shed
some light on his work.

René Guénon was born in Blois in 1886. He grew up in a strict
Caéholié environment and.was schooled by Jesuits. As a young man he
moved to Paris to take up studies in mathematics at the College Rollin.
Maths remained a lifelong interest and a few years before his death he
published a short mathematical treatise, Les princips du calcul infin-

itésimal. However; his energies were soon diverted from academic studies
and in 1905 he abandoned his preparation for Grond £coles.For the next
seven years, seized by what Anatole France called "the vertigo of the

‘invisible", Guénon submerged himself in Zin-de-sicdcle French occultism.()

He became a leading member in several secret societies - theosophical,
spiritualistic, masonic and "gnostic".

" The central goal of most of these occult groups was a spirit-
ual and cultural zenovetio through a recovery of man's "Adamic privil-
eges". This, apparently, was to be achieved through a revival of occult
traditions of "esoteric wisdom” and "spiritual alchemy".(8) As one his-
torian of religion has recently noted, amongst the most potent symbols
appropriated by such groups were the Temple of Solomon which was to be
symbolically reconstructed, the Order of the Knights Templar which was
to be reconstituted, and the Holy Grail "whose myth and hidden meaning
were supposedly present in the operations of spiritual alchemy".(9)

During the years af'ter 1906 Guenon frequented the "hermetic"
and "Martinist" school of a certain Dr.Encausse who achieved some cele-
brity under the name of "Papus". Guénon was a member of several
Martinist Lodges which claimed a filiation from Don Martines de Pasqually
(1743-1774) and from Louis de Saint-Martin, both 18th century occultists
of some renown - or notoriety, debending on one's point of view.(10)
Following the Spiritualist and Masonic Congress of 1908 Guénon met
Fabre des Essarts, also known as "the Gnostic Patriarch" and as "Synes-
jus", and became a "bishop" .in a Masonic brotherhood where he assumed
the name "Palingenius". He sometimes used it as a nom-de-plume. (11)

7. Anatole's phrase is cited in M.Eliade:"The Occult and the Modern
World" in Occultism,Witcheraft and Cultural Fashions;University of
Chicago,1976;p.51

8. M.Eliade:gop.cit.;p.50. This essay contains a useful discussion of
French occultism in this period. See also J.Webb:The Flight from
Reason;Macdonald,London,1971.

9. M.Eliade:op.cit.;p.50

10. ibid.;pp.47-54

11. The French occultists wers nothing if not extravagantly inventive in
their use of pseudonyms and sobriquets. A study of these names would,
in itself, be both interesting and illuminating.
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In June, 1909, Guénon founded the occultist journal LA GNOSE, subtitled
"organe de 1'Eglise gnostique universelle". It lasted a little over two
years and carried most of Guénon's Writings from this period.

Guénon's involvement in the occultist underground seems to have
been somewhat indisicriminate. As well as playing a leading role in the
"gnostic" groups Cuénon was also involved in theosophy, spiritualism and
masonry. He was a member of the Thebah Lodge of the Grand Lodge of
France(Masonic) but around the years 1910-1912 he also became involved
with the anti-masonic group clustered around the Catholic review,

LA _FRANCE ANTI-MACONNIQUE to which he contributed under the alias
"le Sphinx",.(12)

From the Vantage-point of CGuénon's later work it was a murky
and bizarre period in his life, one of which he apparently did not care
to be reminded. Indeed, he was to become one of the most ferocious of
critics of these occultist movements. Nevertheless,.cuéhon learned a
good deal in this period and his preoccupations and general orientation
always retained something of the stamp of Zin-de-sidcle occultism. As
Whitall Perry has observed, Guénon took on the colouring of the "hermetico-
occultist" milieu in which he moved in the pre-War yearé.(lB)

In the context of the present study it is not necessary to
unravel all the details of Guénon's participation in various secret

societies. However, it is worth pausing to reflect on the significance
of this period in his life.

‘In its socioiogical dimension occultism provided,.as doubtless
it still does, a framework for the repudiation of the fourgeois ideolo-
gies and institutions of the day. Most of the occult groups turned to
the archaic past in search of authentic Spiritual values aéainst which

modern civilisation could be measured and found wanting. As Mircea
Eliade has observed

~eoinvolvement with the occult represented for the
French literary and artistic avant-garde ome of the
most efficient criticisms and rejections of the
religious and cultural values of the West - efficient

because it was considered to be based on historical
facts.(14)

Although Guénon was to disown the philosophical and historical assumpt-
ions on which such movements were built and to contrast their "counter-

12. Full details of his publications in this period are given in :
J.P.Laurant:Le Sens Caché Selon René Guénon;L'Age d'Homme,Lausanne,
1975;pp.261££f. Also in A.Desilets:René Guénon:Index-Bibliogravhie
(Bibliothéque philosophique No.4);Presses de l'université Laval,
Quebec,1977. (I have not seen this work which is not available at

- present in Australia.)
13. W.Perry:"The Man and His Witness";p.7
14, M.,Eliade:op.cit.;p.53
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24.

feit spirituality" with what he came to see as genuine expressions of
traditional esotericism, he remained bitterly disenchanted with contemp-
orary European civilisation. .
A Some of the occult movements stimulated a study of ancient
esoteric traditions in Eqypt, Persia, India and China, and directéd
attention towards the sacred writings of the East. The role of the Theo-
sophical Society, for example, in promoting a more sympathetic and recep-
tive attitude to India's religious heritage is well-known. Precisely
how Guénon came to a serious study of Taoism,Hinduism and Islam remains
unclear but it seems likely that it was through his involvement in one
of the occultist groups.

There have been suggestions that Guénon received either a
Taoist or an Islamic initiation in this period, or both.(15) The facts -
" of the matter are far from clear and there is insufficient evidence to
'make speculation likely to be fruitful. Guénon always kept a cloak of
' secrecy tightly wrapped around his own spiritual life. However, it was
certainly during this period tﬂat he embarked on a serious study of the
doctrines of Taoism, Hinduism and perhaps Islam. Although his earliest
writings in LA GNOSE exhibit some rationalistic and anti-religious bias
they also demonstrate a familiarity with Vedanta.

It has often been asserted that Guénon converted to Islam in
1912.(16) This supposition seems to have taken on the status of a "fact"
but, as J.P.Laurant makes clear, it has yet to be supported by incon-
trovertible evidence.(17) Such may have been the case but some scholars
have argued that Guéhon’s personal sympathies and perhaps his formal af-
filiations belonged to the Roman Catholic Church in the years between
c.1912 and c.1928, and that his formal conversion to Islam did not come
until Guénon moved to Cairo in 1930.(x8) In either case it can be said
that Guénon's life certainly entered a new phase in 1912, one marked by
his marriage to a devout Catholic. ‘

Guénon emerged from the rather subterranean world of the
occultists and now moved freely in an intensely Catholic milieu, leading
a busy social and intellectual life. He was influenced by several pro-
minent Catholic intellectuals of the day, among them Jacques Maritain,
Fathers Peillaube and Sertillanges, and one M.Milhaud who conducted
classes at the Sorbonne on the philosophy of science. The years 1912 to

15. See J.P.Laurant:op.cit.;s;pp.41-43

16. See, for example, the biographical blurb in the Penguin edition of
The Reign of Quantity(1972) or M.Eliade:op.cit.;p.65

17. J.P.Laurant:op.cit.;pp.41-43,58

18. ibid.



1930 are the most public of Guenon's life. He attended lectures at the
Sorbonne, wrote and published widely, gave public lectures himself and
maintained many social and intellectual contacts. He published his first
books in the 1920s and soon became well-known for his work on philosophi-
cal and metaphysical subjects.

Whatever Guénon's personal commitments may have been during
this period his thought had clearly undergone a major shift aﬁay from
occultism towards an interest in esoteric sapiential traditions within
the framework of the great religions. One: of the foci of interest
for Cuénon was the possibility of a Christian esotericism within the
Catholic tradition. (He always remained somewhat ignorant of the esoteric
dimensions within Eastern Orthodoxy.(19)) Olivier de Fremond, a friend
of Cuénon's in these years, wrote of Guénon's letters from this period,

Les vieilleslettres que j'ai de lui respirent un
~ perfait esprit catholique. (20)

Cuénon envisaged, in some of his work in this period, a regenerated
Catholicism, enriched and invigorated éy a recovery of her esoteric
traditions and "repaired" through a palse de conselence. (21) He contri- -
buted regularly to the Catholic journal RECNABIT, the Sacre-Couer review
founded and edited by P.Anizan. These articles reveal the re-orientation
of Guénon's thinking in which "tradition" now becomes the controlling
theme. Some of these periodical writings found their way into his later
books. i

The years 1927 to 1930 mark another transition in Guénon's
life, culminating in his move to Cairo in 1930 and his open commitment
to Islam. A conflict between Anizan (whomhcuénon supported) and the
Archbishop of Reims, and adverse Catholic criticism of his book Le roi

" du monde(1927) compounded a growing disillusionment with the Church and

hardened Gugnon's suspicion that it had surrendered to the "teﬁporal
and material”. In January,1928, Cuénon's wife died rather abruptly.
Following a series of fortuitous circumstances Guénon left on a three-

month visit to Cairo.(22) He was to remain there until his death in 1951.

In Cairo Guénon was initiated into the Sufic order of Shadil-
{tes and invested with the name Abdel Wahed Yahya. He married again and
lived a modest and retiring existence.

19. On Guénon's slightly lop-sided view of Christianity see P.L.Reynolds:
Rene Guénon:His Life and Work ;unpublished,Toronto,1980;pp.9ff.

20. Quoted in J.P.Laurant:gy.cit.;p.57.(Trans:“These old letters I have
from him breathe a perfect Catholic spirit.")

21. See J.P.Laurant:op.cit.;pp.57-59 and RG :CMW; pp.95-96

22, J.P.laurant:op.cit.;p.60
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e«sSuch was his anonymity that an admirer of his
writings was dumbfounded to discover that the vener-
able next door neighbour whom she had known for
years as Sheikh Abdel Wahed Yahya was in reality
René& Guénon.(23)

A good deal of Guénon'senergies were directed in the 1930s
to a massive correspondence he carried on with his readers in Europe,
often people in search of some kind of initiation, others simply press-
ing inquiries about ‘subjects dealt with in Guénon's books and articles.
Most of Guénon's published work after his mave to Cairo appeared in
ETUDES TRADITIONNELLES (until 1937 LA VOILE D'ISIS), a formerly theoso-

phical journal which under Guénon's influence was transformed into the
principal European forum for the expression of traditionalist thought.(24)
It was only the war which provided Guénon with enough respite from his
correspondence to devote himself to the writing of some of his major
works including The Reign of Quantity(1945).

In his later years Guénon was much preoccupied with questions
concerning initiation into authentic esoteric traditions. He published

‘at least twenty-five articles in ETUDES TRADITIONNELLES dealing with

this subject from many different angles. Although he had found his own

resting-place within the fold of Islam, Guénon remained interested in

the possibility of genuine initiatic channels surviving within Christ-

ianity. He also never entirely relinquished his interest in freemasonry
and returned to this subject. in some of his last writings. It was only

shortly before his death that he concluded there was no effective hope
of an esoteric regeneration within either masonry or Catholicism:(ZS)

The relationship between Guénon's life and his work has engaged

‘the attention of several scholars.J.P.Laurant has suggested that his

intellectual, spiritual and ritual life only achieved a harmonious re-
solution after his move to Cairo and within the protective embrace of
Islam.(26) P.L.Reynolds has charted the influence of his French and
Catholic background on his work.(27) Others, especially those committed
to traditionalism themselves, have argued that Guénon's whole adult
life represents a witness to an unchanging vision of the.truth and that
his participation in occultism was part of this function. Such comment-
ators suggest that his thought does not. "evolve" but only shifts ground
in the sense that Guénon responds to changing circumstances. Thus Michel

23. W.Perry:"Coomaraswamy-the Man,Myth and History";p.160

2,. For some discussion of the development of this journal see Chapter 5.

25. This question is discussed in Laurant's article already cited.

26, J.P Laurant:gop.cit.;pp.66-69

27. P.L.Reynolds:op.cit. ;passin. These influences, Reynolds argues,
account for several imbalances and inadvertencies in Guénon’s work.



Valsan, a collaborator on ETUDES TRADITIONNELLES, writes:

I1 convient de préciser en l'occurence que le
privilege spécigl qu'a cette oceuvre de jouer

le role de criteére de verité, de regularité et
de plénitude traditionnelle devant la civili-
sation occidentale déerive du caractdre sacré

et non-invidusl qu'a reveétu la fonction de

René Guénon. L'homme qui devait accomplir cette
fonction fut certainement préparé de loin et non
pas improvisé. Les matrices de la Sagesse avaient
prédisposé et formé son entite selon une economie
précise, et sa carriére s'accomplit dans le
temps par une. corrélation constante entre ses
possibilités et les conditions cycliques ex-
térieures. (28) :

Each of these kinds of claims carries some legitimacy. The shaping
influence of his own background and period is obvious enough in his
work. Nor, it seems to me, is there any point in denying that, looked

at as a whole,Guénon's thought does undergo a radical change between
c.1910 and 1914 .. While much of his early work remains interesting N
and often very illuminating it canhot be said to represent a balanced '
expression of traditionalism such as we find in his later works. To
borrow one of his own favourite images, his. early work is not without
fissures which left his work vulnerable to some of the more fanciful
theories of the occultists. However, if we leave aside a few jejune
writings from these early years, Guénon's work does exhibit an arrest-
ing consistency, an apparently intuitive grasp of metaphysical and
cosmological principles and an authoritative explication of the sophia
peaznniA: One commentator has observed that after the occultist period
Guénon only revised his position on two substantive issues - the
authenticity of Buddhism as an integral tradition, and the initiatic
possibilities of freemasonry.(29) If we add to this his changing attit-
ude to the revival of Christian esotericism we have indeed catalogued
all the radical revisions in Guénon's work in almost forty years.

We shall return to this aspect of Guénon's achievement in discussing
his own perception of the role he had to play.

*

28.From an erticle by M.Valsan in the Special Issue of ETUDES TRADITION-
NELLES,Nov.1951;"Le Sortds 1'Occident".(Translation:"It is useful b cla-
rify in the present case that the special privilege which belongs tothis
work of playing the role of truth, regularity and traditionmal
plenitude in the face of Western civilisation derives from the sacred
and non-individual character that clothed the function of René Guémon.
The man who had.to accomplish this function would certainly have been
prepared from long ago rather than improvising[his rolé].The
matrices of Wisdom had predisposed and formed his being according to
a precise economy, and his career fulfilled itself in the time by a
constant correlation between his possibilities and the exterior cyelic

conditions [of the ag{]:' (fn.29 overleaf)
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Guénon was a prolific writer. He published seventeen books
during his lifetime and at least eight posthumous collections and compi-
lations have since appeared. He was also an indefatigable writer of
articles. Here we shall take only an overview of his work. The ocewvze
exhibits certain recurrent motifs and preoccupations and is, in a
sense, all of a piece. Guénon's conception of tradition is the key to
his work. As early as 1909 we find Guénon writing of

«.othe Primordial Tradition which, in reality, is the
same everywhere, regardless of the different shapes it
takes in order to be fit for every race and every
historical period.(30)

As Gai Eaton has observed, Guénon

believes that there exists a Universal Traditionm,
revealed to humanity at the beginning of the present
cycle of time, but partially lost...his primary concern
is less with the detailed forms of this Tradition and
the history of its decline than with its kermel, the
pure and changeless knowledge which is still accessible
to man through the channels provided by traditional
doctrine...(31)

The existence of a Primordial Tradition embodying a set of immutable meta-
physical and cosmological principles, from which derive particular tradi-
tions which express these principles in forms determined by the exigen-
cies of the particular situation, is axiématic in Guénon's work. It is
a first principle which admits of no argument; nor does it require any
kind of "proof" or "demonstration", historical or otherwise.

Guénon's work,from his earliest writings in 1909 onwards, can
be seen as an attempt to give a new expression and apblication to the
timeless principles which, he believed, inform all traditional doctrines.
In his writings he ranges over a vast terrain - Vedanta, the Chinese
tradifion, Christianity, Sufism, folklore and mythology from all over
the world, the secret traditions of gnosticism, alchemy, the Kabbalah
and so on, always intent on excavating their underlying principles and
showing them to be formal manifestations of the one Primordial Tradition.
Certain key themes run through all of his writings and one meets again
and again with such recurrent notions as thegé: the concept of metaphysics

29. (from p.27) M.Bastriocchi:"The Last Pillars of Wisdom" in SS:ACRR;
P.359,fn.8. Whilst on the issue of revisions and controversies men-
tion should be made of the fact that Guénon and Schuon crossed swords
over the initiatic nature of the Christian sacraments. The debate was
conducted in ETUDES TRADITIONNELLES,July-August issue,1948 and Sept.-
Dec. issue,1949. I have not seen the articles in question but some
mention is made of them in J.P.Laurant's article,p.63.

30. R.Guénon:"La Demiurge",LA GNOSE,1909 per M.Bastriocchi:gp.cit.;p.351

31. G.Eaton:The Richest Vein;Faber&Faber,London,1949;pp.188-189
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transcending all other doctrinal orders; the identification of meta-
physics with the formal aspect of gnosis (or realisation, or Jngna if
one prefers); the distinction between the exoteric and esoteric domains;

the hierarchic superiority and infallibility of intellective knowledge;
the contrast of the modern Occident with the traditional Orient; the
spiritual bankruptcy of modern European civilisation; a cyclical view
of Time, based largely on the Hindu doctrine of cosmic cycles; a contra-
evolutionary view of history.(32) Many of these key ideas will be ex-
plored in greater detail in Section B of this study, especially as they
have found expression in the work of Frithjof Schuon. Here we shall

confine ourselves to a few general remarks and to a brief look at
the Guénonian corpus.

~ Guénon gathered together doctrines and principles from diverse
times and places but emphasized that the enterprise was a synthetic one
which envisaged formally divergent elements in their principial unity
rather fhah being'é_gyncretic one which press-ganged incongruous forms:

into an artificial unity. This distinction is a erucial one in not only
Guénon's work but traditionalism as a whole.

(33) We shall return to it
in more detail in Chapter 9.

Guénon repeatedly turned to oriental wisdoms, believing that
it was only in the East that various'sapiential traditio

ns remained
more or less intact.

It is important not to confuse this Eastward-looking
stance with the kind of sentimental exoticism nowadays so much in

vogue,
As Coomaraswamy noted,

If Guénon wants the West to turn to Eastern metaphysiecs,
-1t is not because they are Eastern but because this ig
metaphysics. If "Eastern" metaphysics differed from a

"Western" metaphysics - one or the other would not be
. metaphysics. (34) , :

One of Guénon's translators made the same point in suggesting that if

Guénon turns so often to the East it is because the West is

in the posi-
tion of the
foolish virgins who, through the wandering of their
attention in other directions, had allowed their
lamps to go out; in order to rekindle the sacred fire,
which in its essence is always the same wherever it may

be burning, they must have recourse to the lamps still
kept alight.(35)

32, P.L.Reynolds gives a more extensive catalogue of what he sees as the
central themes in Guénon's work. I am indebted to him for his kind-
ness in making available his unpublished but excellent study.

33. See R.Guénon:The Symbolism of the Cross;Luzac,London,1958;pp.x-xi
and RG:CMW;p.9 & pp.108ff.

34. AKC in "Eastern Wisdom and Western Knowledge", AKC:BL;pp.72-73
35. Quoted in Gai Eaton:gp.cit.;p.199
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The contrast between the riches of traditional civilisations
and the spiritual impoverishment of modern Europe sounds like a re-
frain through Guénon's writings. In all his work,

Guénon's mission was twofold: to revesl the meta-
physical roots of the "crisis of the modern world"
and to éxplain the ideas behind the authentic and
esoteric teachings that still remained alive...

in the Bast.(36)

By way of an expedient we can divide Guénon's writings into
five categories, each corresponding roughly with aparticular period in
his life: the occultist periodical writings of the pre-1912 period;
the reaction against and critique of occultism, especially spiritualism
and theosophy; writings on Oriental metaphysics; on aspects of the
European tradition and on initiation; and, fifthly, the critique of
modern civilisation. This is a rather arbitrary classification but it
does help to identify some of the focal points in Guénon's work.

Guenon's earliest writings appeared, as we have seen, in the
organs of French occultism. In the light of his later work some of this
periodical literature must be.considered somewhat ephemeral. Nonetheless
the seeds of most of Guénon's work can be found in articles from this
period. The most significant, perhaps, were five essays which appeared
in LA GNOSE between September 1911 and February 1912, under the title
"La constitution de 1'&tre humain et son é&volution selon le Védanta";
these became the opening chapters of one of his most influential studies,
Man and His Becoming According to the Vedanta, not published until 1925.

g M M M K O B O N M

Other writings fro¢ this period on such subjects as mathematics and
the science of numbers, prayer and incantation, and initiation, all
presage later work. ‘

The shift in Guénon's intellectual orientation away from
occultism is difficult to pinpoint precisely. However, as early as
1902 we find him attacking what he saw as the misconceptions and confu-
sions abroad in the spiritualist movements.(37) Whilst his misgivings
about many of the occultist groups were growing in the 1909-1912 period
it was not until the publication of two of his earliest books that he
mounted a full-scale critique: Le théosophisme, histoire d'une pseudo

religion(1921) and L'erreur4§pirit§(l923). The titles are suggestive:

36. Jacob Needleman in his "Foreword" to JN:SG;pp.11-12

37. R.Guénon:"La Gnose et les Ecoles Spiritualistes",LA GNOSE;December,
1909. This article, which I have not seen, is mentioned in
P.Charcorac:"La vie simple de Ren& Guénon" in the Special Issue of
ETUDES TRADITIONNELLES,Nov.1951;p.321 and in P.L.Reynolds:op.cit.;p.3



these were lacerating attacks not only on theosophy and spiritualism
but the Papusian "gnostic" groups, and on movements such as Rosicrucian-
ism. Guénon's exposé& was not merely a polemical fusillade but a meti-
culously detailed analysis. Of the groubs in which Guénon had been
involved only the Masons escaped relatively unscathed.(38) As Mircea
Eliade has noted

The most erudite end devastating critique of 21l
these so-called occult groups was presented not

by a rationalist cutside observer, but by an author
from the inner circle, duly initiated into some of
their secret orders and well acquainted with their
occult doctrines; furthermore, that critique was
directed, not from a sceptical or positivistic per-
spective, but from what he called "traditional
esotericism". This learned and intransigent critic
was René Guénon.(39)

The details of this demolition job. need not concern us here. However, it
is worth noting the main thrust of Guénon's criticisms. The most funda-
mental part of Guénon's indictment was that such movements, far from
preserving traditional esotericisms, were made up of a syncretic mish-
mash of distorted and heterogeneous elements forced into a "false unity",
bereft of any authentic metaphysical framework. Thus they were vulner-
.able to contamination by the scientistic ideologies of the day and
inevitably fell prey to the intellectual confusions rampant in Europe.
One of the most characteristic confusions of such groups was, to cite
only one example, the compounding of the psychic and the spiritual.
Occultism as a whole he now saw as one of the "signs of the times", a
symptom of the spiritual malaise in modern civilisation. Guénon took up
some of these charges again in later works, especially in The Reign of
Quantity. (40)
Guénon's interest in Eastern metaphysical traditions had been
awakened some time around 1909 and some of his early articles in
LA GNOSE explore aspects of Vedanta. His axial work on this subject is
L'homme et son devenir selon le Védanta(1925) but other significant works
include Introduction générale a 1'étude des doctrines hindoues, his
. first book(1921), La métagﬂxgique orientale, delivered as a lecture at
the Sorbonne in 1925 but not published until 1939, and many articles on

such subjects as Taoism and Confucianism, Hindu mythology and reincarna-’
tion docctrines.

39. M.Eliade;op.cit.;p.51
40, See RG:RQ;Chs.xxviii-xxxvi,pp.229-304
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Interestingly, Guénon remained more or less ignorant of the
Buddhist tradition for many years, regarding it as no more than a
"heterodox development" within Hinduism and without integrity as a
formal religious tradition. It was only through the influence of
Marco Pallis, one of his translators, and Ananda Coomaraswamy, that
Guénon decisively revised his attitude.(4l)

Puring the 1920s when Guénon was moving in the coteries of
French Catholicism he turned his attention to some aspects of Europe's
spiritual heritage. As well as numerous articles on such subjects as
the Druids, the Grail, Christian symbolism and folkloric motifs,cuénon

_produced several major works in this field, including L'esotérisme de

Dante(1925), St.Bernard(1929), and. Symbolisme de la Croix(1931).
Another work, Autorité Spirituelle et Pouvoir Temporel(1929) was occas-
ioned by certain contemporary controversies.

The quintessential Guénon is to be found in two works which
tied together some of his central themes: La crise du monde moderne(1927) -
and his masterpiece, Le régne de la quantité et les signes des temps(1945).
The themes of these two books had been rehearsed in an earlier work,
Orient et Occident(1924). Each of these books mounted an increasingly

elaborate and merciless attack on the foundations of the contemporary
European world-view. We shall turn to the last of these works in some
detail.

The Reign of Quantity is a magisterial summation of Guénon's

work. It is, characteristically, a difficult work. He was quite uncon-
cerned with reaching a wide audience and addressed the book, he said,
to those few capable of understanding it "without any concern for the
inevitable incomprehension of the others".(42) He set out to challenge
nearly all of the intellectual assumptions current in Europe at the
time. The book, he writes, is directed to

«++the understanding of some of the darkest enigmas

of the modern world, enigmas which the world itself
denies because it is incapable of perceiving them
although it carries them within itself, and because

this denial is an indispensable condition for the
maintenance of the special mentality wherdy it exists.(43)

41. This change in Guénon's attitude has been documented and discussed
by several commentators. See Marco Pallis:Letter to the Editor,
SCR;VII,iv;p.73; K.E.Steffens:Letter to the Editor,SCR;XI,ii,1977;
PP.116-117; J.M.Murray:Letter to the Editor,SCR;XI,1ii,1977;pp.
191-192; W.Perry:"The Man and His Witness" in SS:ACRR;p.5; and
M.Pallis:"A Fateful Meeting of Minds:A.K.Coomaraswamy and René
Guénon",SCR;XIT,11i&iv,1978;pp.180-181.

42. RG:RQ;p.11
43. ibid.
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At first sight the book ranges over a bewildering variety
of subjects: the mature of time, space and matter as conceived in
traditional and modern science; the philosophical foundations of such
characteristically modern modes of thought as rationalism, materialism
and empiricism; the significance of ancient crafts such as metallurgy;
the nature of shamanism and sorcery; the "illusion of statistics";
the "misdeeds of psychoanalysis"; the "pseudo~initiatic " pretensions
of spiritualism, theosophy and other "counterfeit" forms of spiritual-
ity; tradition and anti-tradition; the unfolding of cosmic and terrest-
rial cycles. Some study of the book reveals that these apparently:
disparate strands have been woven into a work of subtle design and dense
texture. The Reign of Quantity is a briliiantly sustained and excoriating
attack on modern civilisation. It has less polemical heat and moral
indignation than some of Kis earlier works but is none the less effective
for that. The book is a controlled and dispassionate but devastating -
razing of the assumptions and values of modern science. At the same
time it is an affirmation of the metabhysical and cosmological principles
" given expression in traditional cultures and religions.

Cuénon unfolds a startling thesis, in the light of the doctrine
of cosmic cycles, about the present terrestrial situation. His vision
is rooted in the Hindu conception of the Kali-Yuga but is not restricted
to the purely Indian expression of this doctrine. There is a dark apoca-
lyptic strain in the book which some readers are tempted to dismiss as
the rantings of another doom-sayer. For Guénon the dire circumstances
in which the modern world finds itself.are largely to be explained
through an explication of the cyclic doctfine whereby humankind is seen
to be degenérating into an increasingly solidified and materialized
state, more and more impervious to spiritual influences. Inversely, the
world becomes increasingly susceptible to : infernal forces of
various kinds.(44) The forced convergence of different civilisations is
the spatial correlate of the temporal unfolding of the present terrest-
rial cycle, moving towards an inexorable cataclysm. '

Guénon took the inevitable end of the world absolutely ser-
iousl§ésky the time of writing this book he believed there were no
possible "remedies", no escape from the apocalypse. To some readers this
looks like a "despairing Pessimism" to which Guénon might have retorted

TEEREEENR

44. Herein, from the traditionalist viewpoint, lies the explanation for
the modern excresence of what Dr.Christohper Evans has called
"eults of unreason” - scientology, UFO-ism, Lobsang Rampa-ism and
so on. See C.Evans:Cults of Unreason;Harrap.London,1973 and
J.Webb:op.cit.

45. See J.P.Laurant:op.cit.;p.58
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that neither optimism nor pessimism had anything to do with the case.
Moreover, what from one angle might be seen as a "worldly pessimi&#;
appears from another as a "celestial optimism" since the end of a
cycle marks its completion and the restoration of a true order.
Closely related to the doctrine of cycles is Guénon's pro-
foundly challenging thesis about the nature of time, space and matter,
one based on traditional cosmologies. Contrary to the claims of modern
science, says Guénon, time and space do not constitute a kind of uni-
form continuum in the matrix of which events and material phenomena
manifest themselves. Rather, time-and-épaée is a field of gualitative
determinations and differences. In other words, the nature of time and
space is not a constant, fixed datum but is subject to both quantitative
and qualitative change. Any exclusively quantitative and materialistic
science such as now tyrannizes the European mind cannot accommodate
this principle. It strives rather to reduce qualitatively determined
phenomena to the barren and mechanistic formulae of a profane and
materialistic science. (One might add that some of the "discoveries" of
physicists since Guénon's time have done nothing to disprove his thesis
and indeed, to some minds, give it more credibility. Guénon himself
would have argued that metaphysical and cosmological principles such
as he was applying could in no way be affected by empirical considera-

.tions.(46))

Guénon's critique of scientism - the ideology of modern
science - is something quite other than Just another attack on scienti-
fic reductionism, although that assuredly is part of his case. Nor is
it a catalogue of the inadequacies of this and that scientific theory.
Rather, it is a radical and disturbing éhallenge to almost every postu-
late of modern European science. The critiqde hinges on the contrast
between sacred, traditional sciences on the one hand, and a profane,
materialistic science on the other. In an earlier work Guénon had
elaborated the basis of this contrast in uncompromising terms:

Never until the present epoch had the study of the

sensible world been regarded as self-sufficient;

never would the science of this ephemeral and changing
. multiplicity have been judged truly worthy of the

name of knowledge...According to the ancient concep-

tion...a science was less esteemed for itself than

for the degree in which it expressed after its own

fashion...a reflection of the higher immutable truth

46. For some discussion of the "fissures" in modern science see
J.Needleman:A Sense of the Cosmos ;Doubleday,New York,1975 and
T.Roszak:Where the Wasteland Ends;Doubleday,New York,1972. For a
traditionalist critique which follows on from Guénon see
T.Burckhardt:"Cosmology and Modern Science" in JN:5G;pp.122-178.

On the "new physics" see F.Capra:The Tao of EhxsisisFontana,Longon,
’ 197
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of which everything of any reality necessarily
partakes...all science appeared as an extension
of the traditional doctrine itself, as one of
its applications, secondary and contingent no
doubt...but still a veriteble knowledge none the
less.o. (47)

For Guénon and the other traditionalists, the notion of a self-suffic-
ient, self-validating, autonomous material science is a contradiction,
an intellectual incongruity, for all sciences must have recourse to
higher and immutable principles and truths. Science must be pursued in
a metaphysical and cosmological framework which it cannot construct
out of ;tself. In another work Guénon wrote that modern science

in disavowing the principles of traditional meta-
physics and cosmology and in refusing to re-attach
itself to them, robs itself both of the highest
guarantee and the surest direction it could have;

there is no longer anything valid in it except .
knowledge of details, and as soon as it seeks to

rise one degree higher, it becomes dubious and
vacillating. (48)

These principles, of course, are quite-alien to the modern mentality.
They are likely to provoke all kinds of quite irrelevant responses
about the material inddequacies of traditional cosmologies - geocentrism,
for example. Later in this study we shall see how the traditionalisf
vision of both traditional and modern science cannot be brushed aside
so easily.(49)

The Reign of Quantity also seeks to demonstrate the intimate
connections between traditional metaphysics and the arts, crafts and
sciences which are found in any traditional culture, and to show how
many modern and profane sciences are really a kind of degenerated
caricature of traditional sciences.(50) Such a demonstration turns largé-

1y on Guénon's explication of the nature of“symbolism and of the

initiatic éharacter of many traditional sciences. Again, these are sub-
Jects to which we shall return.(51)

47. This passage is quoted in G.Eaton:op.cit.;p.196. The source is not
given but for a more extended discussion of precisely this contrast
see RG:CMW;Ch.IV,"Sacred and Profane Science'" ;pp.37-50

48. Quoted in W.T.Chan:"The Unity of East and West" in W.R.Inge et al:
Radhakrishnan-Comparative Studies in Philosophy Presented in Honour
of His Sixtieth Birthda ;Allen&Unwin, London, 1951 ;pp.107-108.

(The passage is from QOrient et Occident.)

49. See especially Chapter te.

50. See RG:RQ;p.14

51. See especially Chapters 9 & w,
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doctrines more intelligible.

Hand in hand with this perception of his role went a tone
of implacable certitude, all too easily seen as a kind of intellectual
arrogance. Roszak, for example, speaks of "a mind whose very precision
led to an aristocratic intolerance and an elitism that risked sterility" (60}
Roger Lipsey refers to Guénon's "formidably intolerant a%titude to
the modern West while Pallis writes of his "habitually hectoring tone...
adopted in regard to people whose views he disapproved of"%(62) Jacques
Lacarriere has regretted Guénon's "aristdcratism, his exclusive attach-
ment to esoterism, his arbitrary rejection - and at times indeed, his
faulty knowledge - of contemporary philosophies, plus his ferocious
intellectualism".(63)

There is in Guénon's work an adamantine quality, an austerity
and inflexibility, and a combative tone as well as his "icy brilliance".(64&.
He was not one to coax, cajole or seduce his readers. He wrote as a man
convinced he was in possession of timeless truths and he will brook no
compromises. There is no concession to alternative points of view, no
sense of a dialogue with his readers, no hospitality to any ideas at odds
with those he is expressing. Something of Guénon's unyielding posture
is evinced in the following passage (and it needs to be remembered
that he is writing in the 1920s):

es+shitherto, so far as we are aware, no one else
beside ourselves has consistently expounded authentic
Oriental ideas in the West; and we have done so...
without the slightest wish to propagandize or to
popularize, and exclusively for the benefit of those
who are able to understand the doctrines just as
they stand, and not after they have been denatured
on the plea of making them more readily acceptable...(65)

In an unusually personal vein Guénon reprimanded a critic who had
suggested that Guénon had "passed" from Hinduism to Islam:

We have never "passed" from one thing to another,
as all our writings abundantly prove; and we

have no need to "seek the truth" since we know
(and we must insist upon this word) that it exists
equally in all traditions...(66)

For many contemporaries such claims undoubtedly smack of arro-
gance and of an extravagaﬁt confidence. However, the crucial point is

60. T.Roszak: op.clt.,p 15

61. R.Lipsey:CLW;p.273

62, M.Pallis:Letter to the Editor,SCR;I,i,1967;pp.47-48
63. J.Lacarriere:The Gnostics;Peter Owen,London,1977; p.126

" 64. G.Eaton:gop.cit.;p. 183

65. RG:CMW;p.103
66. Quoted in G.Eaton op. C1t.,p 185
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this: to be offended by Guénon's ™arrogance" and to invalidate his
message are two quite different matters. It is to the latter purpose
that Guénon's would-be critics ought to address themselves. One

should also perhaps.add that in these times of a full-scale relativism
any claim to certitude is likely to be dismissed, without any further
consideration, as "arrogance", "fanaticism" or some such. Looked at
from another angle Guénon's miltant posture is nothing other than an
expression of his fierce commitment to the truth and it is precisely
his.refusal to compromise first principles which.gives his work its
power and its integrity.(67)

Another factor helps to explain Guénon's comparative obscurity
in the West: his methodology and his attitude to scholarship. We have
already seen how, for Guenon, metaphysical principles were self-evident
and self-authenticating. This poses a problem for the scholarly mind.
However, the problem runs deeper than this. If it were simply a matter
of Guénon working from the basis of certain clearly-stated premises
there would be no more reason to rejéct his work than that of many a
pﬁiloSopher or theologian. No, the fact of the matter is that Guénon
was, in Whitall Perry's words, "somewhat slipshod in scholarship":

his certitude about principles lent a false sense of
security on the factual level, where a little re-
search would have sufficed to protect him from the
barbs of orientalists who, if incognizant of meta-
physical end spiritual truths, had at least done
their homework. (68)

Cuénon was never primarily a scholar. Father Sylvian Lévi, to whom -
Guénon submitted a draft of Introduction génerale as a possible doctoral

thesis, recommended its rejection on the grounds that

I1 entend exclure tout les &léments qui ne corres-
pondent pas & sa conception...tout est dans le
Vedanta...il fait bon marché de l'histoire et de
la eritique historique...il est tout prét & croire
4 une transmission mystique d'une vérité premiére
apparue au genie humain dés les premiers ages

du monde...(69)

This is not unjust. However, while Cuénon can reasonably be reproached
with a failure to "do his homework” on the empirical and historical

67. See I.R.Tucker:Letter to the Editor,SCR;I,iii,1967;pp.141-144.

68. W.Perry:"Coomaraswamy";p.160

69. Quoted in J.P.Laurant:go.cit.;p.43.(Translation:He intentionally
excludes all the elements which don't correspond to his conception
v..2ll is in the Vedanta...he lightly dismisses history and histori-
cal criticism...he is entirely ready to believe in a mystical °
transmission of a primordial truth which appeared to humanity in
the earliest ages of the world.)
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level, we must remember that he was a metaphysician concerned with

first principles. If his application of these principles to contingent
phenomena sometimes left room for a more scrupulous scholarship then
this is indeed regrettable but it leaves the principles themselves quite
unaffected. This is sometimes forgotten by those who seem to wish to
force Guénon into the mould of the historian, the sociologist, the
anthropologist or the comparative religionist.

Guénon was quite out of sympathy with the prevailing ideals
of academic scholarship. Nothing could have been further removed from
the spirit of his work than the notion of scholarship for its own sake.
"Passion for research," he said, "taken as an end in itself is mental
restlessness without end and without issue".(70) As Roger Lipsey remark-
ed, Guénon kept his distance from the academic intelligentsia;"he
mistrusted the academic mind and received abundant mistrust in return"(71)

All of these factors cooperated to limit Guénon's appeal.
However, while Guénon's influence remains fairly minimal in the Western
academic community at large, he is the seminal influence in the develop-
ment of traditionalism. Along with Coomaraswamy and Schuon he forms
what one commentator has called "the great triumvirate" of the tradition-
alist schoof?zhy way of conclusion to this introduction to Guénon we
shall briefly consider his own perception of his role and the way in
which he is seen by other traditionalists.

For those who accept Guénon's premises his work is like a
voice crying in the European wilderness. However, as both Schuon and
Perry have stressed, Guenon's function cannot strictly be termed "pro-
phetic", the age of prophecy being over. Schuon:

If on the doctrinal plane the Guénonian work has a
stamp of unicity, it may not be useless to point out
that this is owing not to a more or less "prophetic®
nature ~ a supposition that is excluded and which
Guénon had already rejected beforehand - but to an
exceptional cyclical conjuncturs whose temporal as-
pect is this "end of the world" in which we live, and
whose spatial aspect is - by the same token - the
forced convergence of civilisations.(73)

We have already met with Michel Valsan's contention to the same effect.

70. from Orient et Occident in WP:ITW;p.732

71. RL:CLW;p.272

72. E.J.Sharpe:Comparative Religion;Duckworth,London,1975;p.265
73. From F.Schuon:"L'Qeuvre" per W.Perry:"Coomaraswamy";p.160




Guénon himself did not doubt that he had access to the
sophia perennis about which he wrote. In a conversation with Dr.Grangier
in 1927 Guénon spoke of the wisdom to which he gave expression as
”impersonéﬂe, d'origine divine, transmise par révélation, détachée et
sans passion".(74) Although certain of his own realization of the
truth Guénon never assumed the role of the spiritual master; he consis-
tently refused those who requested initiation from him.(75) -

Like other traditionalists, Guénon did not perceive his
work as any kind of essay in creativity or personal "originality",
repeatedly emphasizing .that in the metaphysical domain there was
no room for "individualistic considerations" of any kind. In a letter
to a friend he wrote

I have no other merit than to have expressed to the
best of my ability some traditionel ideas.(76)

When reminded of the people who had been profoundly influenced by his
writings he calmly replied

-+ s3SuCh dispositioﬁ becomes a homage rendered to the
doctrine expressed by us in a way which is totally .
hdependent of any individualistic consideration...(77)

Like Coomaraswamy, Guénon certainly did not see himself building a

new philosophy or creating a new school of thought. If it is sometimes
necessary to speak of the traditionalist "school" this is, from a tradi-
tionalist V1ewpoint, merely an expedient. For the traditionalists
Guenon 1is the "providential interpreter of this age"(78). It was his
role to remind a forgetful world,"'in a way that can be ignored but

not refuted', of first principles and to restore a lost sense of the
Absolute".(72)

74. From T.Grangier:Souvenirs sur René Guenon,quoted by J.P.Laurant:.
op.cit.;p.58

75. See J.P.Laurant:op.cit.;pp.62-64. For a traditionalist understanding

~ of the term "spiritual master" see F.Schuon:"Nature and Function

of the Spiritual Master",SCR;I,ii,1967;pp.50-59

76. W.Perry:"The Man and His Witness";p.7

77. M.Bastriocchi:op.cit.;p.356

78. F.Schuon:"1'Qeuvre", quoted by M.Bastriocchi:op.cit.;p.359

79+ W.Perry:"Coomaraswamy-the Man,Myth and History";p.163
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