
 
 

Preface 
 

 

Skepticism is the chastity of the intellect, Santayana declared, and the 

metaphor is apt.  The mind that seeks the deepest intellectual fulfillment does not 

give itself up to every passing idea.  Yet what is sometimes forgotten is the larger 

purpose of such a virtue.  For in the end, chastity is something one preserves not for 

its own sake, which would be barren, but rather so that one may be fully ready for 

the moment of surrender to the beloved, the suitor whose aim is true.  Whether in 

knowledge or in love, the capacity to recognize and embrace that moment when it 

finally arrives, perhaps in quite unexpected circumstances, is essential to the virtue.  

Only with that discernment and inward opening can the full participatory 

engagement unfold that brings forth new realities and new knowledge.  Without this 

capacity, at once active and receptive, the long discipline would be fruitless.  The 

carefully cultivated skeptical posture would become finally an empty prison, an 

armored state of unfulfillment, a permanently confining end in itself rather than the 

rigorous means to a sublime result.   

It is just this tension and interplay—between critical rigor and the potential 

discovery of larger truths—that has always informed and advanced the drama of our 

intellectual history.  Yet in our own time, at the start of a new millennium, that 

drama seems to have reached a moment of climactic urgency.  We find ourselves at 

an extraordinary threshold.  One need not be graced with prophetic insight to 

recognize that we are living in one of those rare ages, like the end of classical 

antiquity or the beginning of the modern era, that bring forth, through great stress 

and struggle, a genuinely fundamental transformation in the underlying assumptions 
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and principles of the cultural world view.  Amidst the multitude of debates and 

controversies that fill the intellectual arena, our basic understanding of reality is in 

contention: the role of the human being in nature and the cosmos, the status of 

human knowledge, the basis of moral values, the dilemmas of pluralism, relativism, 

objectivity, the spiritual dimension of life, the direction and meaning—if any—of 

history and evolution.  The outcome of this tremendous moment in our civilization’s 

history is deeply uncertain.  Something is dying, and something is being born.  The 

stakes are high, for the future of humanity and the future of the Earth. 

No recital is necessary here of the many formidable and pressing problems—

global and local, social, political, economic, ecological—facing the world today.  

They are visible in every headline in our daily news, monthly journals, and annual 

state of the world reports.  The great enigma of our situation is that we have 

unprecedented resources for dealing with those problems, yet it is as if some larger 

or deeper context, some invisible constraint, were negating our capacity and resolve.  

What is that larger context?  Something essential seems to be missing in our 

understanding, some potent but intangible factor or set of factors.  Can we discern 

the more fundamental conditions in which our many concrete problems might 

ultimately be rooted?  What are the most important underlying issues that confront 

the human mind and spirit in our era?  Focusing particularly on the “Western” 

situation, centered in Europe and North America though now variously and acutely 

affecting the entire human community, we can observe three especially fundamental 

factors:  

First, the profound metaphysical disorientation and groundlessness that 

pervades contemporary human experience: the widely felt absence of an adequate, 

publicly accessible larger order of purpose and significance, a guiding metanarrative 

that transcends separate cultures and subcultures, an encompassing pattern of 

meaning that could give to collective human existence a nourishing coherence and 

intelligibility.   
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Second, the deep sense of alienation that affects the modern self: here I refer 

to not only the personal isolation of the individual in modern mass society but also 

the spiritual estrangement of the modern psyche in a disenchanted universe, as well 

as, at the species level, the subjective schism separating the modern human being 

from the rest of nature and the cosmos.   

And third, the critical need, on the part of both individuals and societies, for a 

deeper insight into those unconscious forces and tendencies, creative and destructive, 

that play such a powerful role in shaping human lives, history, and the life of the 

planet.   

These conditions, all intricately interconnected and interpenetrating, surround 

and permeate our contemporary consciousness like the atmosphere in which we live 

and breathe.  From a longer historical perspective, they represent the distillate of 

many centuries of extraordinary intellectual and psychological development.  The 

compelling paradox of this long development is that these problematic conditions 

seem to have emerged from, and be subtly interwoven with, the very qualities and 

achievements of our civilization that have been most progressive, liberating, and 

admired. 

It was this complex historical drama that I explored in my first book, The 

Passion of the Western Mind, a narrative history of Western thought that followed 

the major shifts of our civilization’s world view from the time of the ancient Greeks 

and Hebrews to the postmodern era.  In that book, published in 1991, I examined and 

attempted to understand the great philosophical, religious, and scientific ideas and 

movements that, over the centuries, gradually brought forth the world and world 

view we inhabit and strive within today.  As with many such works that seem to take 

hold of their authors until they are completed, I was moved to write that book for 

more reasons than I fully grasped when I began the ten-year task.  But my principal 

motive from the start was to provide, for both my readers and myself, a preparatory 

foundation for the present work.  For while The Passion of the Western Mind 
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examined the history that led to our current situation, Cosmos and Psyche addresses 

more precisely the crisis of the modern self and modern world view, and then 

introduces a body of evidence, a method of inquiry, and an emerging cosmological 

perspective that I believe could help us creatively engage that crisis, and our history 

itself, within a new horizon of possibility.  I hope this book will point towards an 

enlarged understanding of our evolving universe, and of our own still-unfolding role 

within it.    

 

R.T. 

 

 

 


