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THE ETHI CS OF CHARI TY: ANTONI O CASO' S
DEFENSE OF CI VI LI ZATI ON

Mi chael Wei nst ei n and Deena Wei nst ei n

The myt h of t he phi l osopher as per manent r esi dent of t he i vor y t ower

ser ves a dual pur pose i n soci et y . I t pr eser ves t he phi l osopher ' s aut onomy of

i nqui r y f r omt he power s t hat be and i t al l ows t he power s t hat be t o exer ci se

t hei r cont r ol unencumber ed by phi l osophy . That t he t ower i s a myt h seems

cl ear f r omvar i ous per spect i ves . Out si de t he t ower , i n t he soci al wor l d, i s bot h

t he sour ce of t he phi l osopher ' s pr obl emat i cs and t he phi l osopher ' s r ai son

d' et r e ( or r ai son dWr i r e) . The i ndependence of t he i vor y t ower i s al so

quest i onabl e when one not es t he pr of usi on and pr of undi t y of phi l osophi cal

anal yses at t i mes of r api d and unset t l i ng soci et al and ci vi l i zat i onal changes,

such as t hose i n f i f t h cent ur y At hens or i n Mexi co at t he t ur n of t he pr esent

cent ur y .

At no t i me as much as i n t he t went i et h cent ur y have t he bar r i er s bet ween t he

i vor y t ower and t he ot her soci al i nst i t ut i ons been so per meabl e . The pr obl em

of t he r el at i onshi p bet ween phi l osophy and a deep concer n f or t he f ut ur e of

ci vi l i zat i on engender ed a cor pus of wor k whi ch may be t er med cr i si s

phi l osophy and i s exempl i f i ed i n such wr i t i ngs as Kar l Jasper s' Man i n t he

Moder n Age, Gabr i el Mar cel ' s Man Agai nst Mass Soci et y, and Geor g

Si mmel ' s The Conf l i ct i n Moder n Cul t ur e, among many ot her s . I Cr i si s

phi l osophy, - emer gi ng t hr oughout t he wor l d i n t he f i r st t wo decades of t hi s

cent ur y, appear ed i n Mexi co as t he cr i t i ci sm agai nst t he posi t i vi st i c i deol ogy

whi ch was sust ai ni ng t he wani ng Por f i r i an di ct at or shi p . Mexi can posi t i vi sm

was based on t he pr i nci pl e t hat bot h pol i t i cal and i deol ogi cal di ver si t y coul d

be el i mi nat ed by sci ent i f i c met hods, by t echnocr at i c admi ni st r at i on and an

educat i onal syst emf ounded on Comt e' s posi t i ve phi l osophy . z The at t empt t o

di spense wi t h bot h pol i t i cs and met aphysi cs ( quest i ons of what i s of val ue and

what i s r eal ) began t o be at t acked by t he ver y chi l dr en of t hose who had

i nst i t ut ed t he syst em. A gr oup of t he mor e br i l l i ant sudent s educat ed i n t he

posi t i vi st i c mode deci ded t o enr i ch what t hey j udged t o be t hei r def i ci ent

educat i on wi t h i ndependent st udy of t he phi l osophi cal cl assi cs, whi ch t hey

under t ook by f or mi ng t hei r own school , t he At eneo de Juvent ud . Among

t hese st udent s wer e Jose Vasconcel os and Ant oni o Caso, who wer e t o become

t he f ounder s of cont empor ar y Mexi can phi l osophy . Nei t her Vasconcel os nor

Caso ever sever ed t he bond bet ween phi l osophy and pol i t i cs whi ch was at t he

r oot of t hei r or i gi nal cr i t i ci sm. The f or mat i on of t he At eneo was a sel f -

consci ousl y pol i t i cal , as wel l as an i nt el l ect ual , ent er pr i se, al t hough i t was not

expl i ci t l y a chal l enge t o t he r egi me' s r i ght t o r ul e . The posi t i vi st s had al r eady
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br eached t he wal l s of t he i vor y t ower by t hei r pr ogr amof sci ent i f i c educat i on

f or sci ent i f i c admi ni st r at i on . The young; Mexi can cr i t i cs di d not at t empt t o

r ebui l d t he wal l s but r at her br ought specul at i ve t hought t o bear on t he publ i c

si t uat i on .

The cr i t i ci sm f or ged by t he At eneo was r oot ed i n t he phi l osophy t hat was

becomi ng domi nant i n t he West er n wor l d - vi t al i sm. Vi t al i st t hought was a

par t of t he . / i n du si ecl e r eact i on agai nst t he r est r i ct i ve syst ems of i deal i sm and

nat ur al i sm, bot h of whi ch had t r i ed t o demonst r at e t hat hi st or i cal

devel opment i s r at i onal . Vi t al i sm quest i oned t he pr i nci pl e of a r at i onal basi s

of soci et y, or , i ndeed, of l i f e i t sel f , and, t hus, under mi ned t r adi t i onal

j ust i f i cat i ons f or ci vi l i zat i on and cr eat ed, at l east , an i nt el l ect ual cr i si s . The

cr i t i cs of t he r egi me, by embr aci ng vi t al i sm, wer e conf r ont ed not onl y wi t h t he

pr obl emof r epl aci ng posi t i vi st i c r at i onal i sm wi t h some ot her pr i nci pl e, but of

bui l di ng a publ i c phi l osophy wi t hout a r at i onal pr i nci pl e at al l . The hi st or y of

cont empor ar y Mexi can phi l osophy can be under st ood as t he at t empt t o

gr appl e wi t h t hi s pr obl em and t o r esol ve i t .

Ant oni o Caso, t he most i nf l uent i al Mexi can phi l osopher dur i ng t he f i r st

hal f of t he t went i et h cent ur y, was consci ous of t he cr i si s caused by vi t al i sm. I n

hi s publ i shed wor k, whi ch spans t he per i od f r om t he year s i mmedi at el y

pr ecedi ng t he Revol ut i on of 1910 t hr ough Wor l d War I I , he at t empt ed t o

det er mi ne some basi s beyond l i f e i t sel f t o gr ound and expl ai n l i f e, and t o

pr ovi de pr i nci pl es f or t he conduct of soci al r el at i ons . The f ol l owi ng di scussi on

wi l l exami ne Caso' s r esponse t o vi t al i sm, hi s ef f or t t o def end . a nonr at i onal

gr ound f or ci vi l i zat i on and soci al r el at i ons, and, par t i cul ar l y, hi s at t empt t o

cr eat e an et hi cs based on char i t y . We wi l l ar gue t hat hi s pr oj ect never succeeds

i n over comi ng i t s vi t al i st r oot s, t hat hi s et hi c di sgui ses t he quest f or an

ont ol ogy, and t hat hi s deni gr at i on of r eason dest r oys t he possi bi l i t y f or a

publ i c phi l osophy .

Vi t al i sm and t he Ant i - Vi t al

Caso' s gr eat est wor k, Exi st ence as Economy, as Di si nt er est , and as Char i t y

( La Exi st enci a como Economi a, como Dest i nt er i s y como Car i dad) ,

exempl i f i es t he mood or ment al i t y of cr i si s t hat has char act er i zed so much of

cont empor ar y West er n phi l osophy . Caso i ni t i at es hi s i nqui r y i nt o t he

f undament al at t i t udes of human bei ngs t owar ds t hei r exi st ence wi t h an

obser vat i on of t he char act er of t he pr esent er a, ar gui ng t hat t he " syst emat i c

exal t at i on" of l i f e above char i t y, whi ch i s a hal l mar k of t he mor al

consci ousness of our t i me, i s r eal l y a gl or i f i cat i on of " f or ce, unscr upul ous

domi nat i on, and Li f e wi t hout l aw. " 3 Hence, he asser t s t hat " our t i me i s one of

t he most bi t t er i n t he hi st or y of t he wor l d . " Caso' s l i f e pr oj ect as a phi l osopher

can be under st ood as a cont i nui ng at t empt t o det er mi ne a gr ound f or our

exi st ence beyond l i f e, t o f i nd a basi s f or over comi ng f or ce and domi nat i on, t o
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gi ve Li f e a l awt r anscendent over i t , and, so, t o di spel t he bi t t er ness of t he t i me .

He i s, t hen, pr i mar i l y a publ i c phi l osopher , who i nt ends t o expl or e t he i nner

dynami cs of West er n ci vi l i zat i on, t o di agnose i t s f ai l ur e by expl or i ng t he f ul l

r ange of human possi bi l i t y, and t o move beyond t he f ai l ur e t o a new and

cr i t i cal l y def ensi bl e gr ound f or an et hi cal publ i c si t uat i on . Al t hough hi s

t hought i s di r ect ed t owar ds t he i nner wor l d of t he per son, t owar ds how

human bei ngs make t hemsel ves obj ect s of t hei r own exi st ence and det er mi ne

i t , hi s t hought i s not encl osed i n t he i vor y t ower , but i s gi ven pr i nci pl e by t he

i mpl i ci t under st andi ng of t he phi l osopher as t he guar di an of ci vi l i zed l i f e .

Caso' s phi l osophy i s det er mi ned by t wo gener al and unanal yzed t er ms,

exper i ence and exi st ence, wi t hi n whi ch t he possi bl e at t i t udes of per sons

t owar ds t hei r own possi bi l i t i es ar e ar t i cul at ed . He obser ves t hat " t he

phi l osophy of our t i me has t o be based on exper i ence, but on al l exper i ence :

on t hat of t he l abor at or y and on t hat of t he pew. " ° And t hen he adds :

" Phi l osophy i s t he expl anat i on of exi st ence . " 5 I mpl i ci t i n Caso' s choi ce of

cat egor i es i s an under st andi ng of phi l osophy whi ch l at er i n t he t went i et h

cent ur y woul d be i dent i f i ed wi t h t he exi st ent i al i st s . 6 Human bei ngs, f or Caso,

ar e exi st ence, al ways act i ve, al ways havi ng t o t ake up a st ance or at t i t ude

( act i t ud) t owar ds t hemsel ves and t hei r deeds . The cont ent upon whi ch t hei r

det er mi nat i ons ar e made i s exper i ence i n i t s t ot al i t y, al l of t hat whi ch appear s

r egar dl ess of whet her i t i s convent i onal l y di st i ngui shed as ext er nal or i nt er nal .

Wi t hi n t he f i el d of exper i ence, whi ch i s gi ven f or mby t he act i ve r esponse of

t he per son, phi l osophy i s t he speci al act i vi t y of def i ni ng t he f undament al

possi bi l i t i es f or exi st ence, t he cat egor i es of possi bl e r esponse . I n i t s most

gener al f or m, t hen, Caso' s phi l osophy i s what has been cal l ed " exi st ent i al

ont ol ogy, " al t hough Caso devel oped hi s syst em i ndependent l y and at t he

same t i me as Jasper s ar t i cul at ed t he f i r st sel f - consci ous Eur opean

exi st ent i al i sm.

Exi st ent i al ont ol ogy i s gener al l y st r uct ur ed by a di st i nct i on bet ween or der s

of exi st ence ( what Caso cal l s act i t udes) on t he basi s of t hei r " aut hent i ci t y" and

" i naut hent i ci t y, " or whet her t hey act ual i ze t he human bei ng' s essence or

f al si f y i t . Such i s t he case f or Caso' s syst em, even t hough he does not use t he

t er ms aut hent i c and i naut hent i c . The t hr ee basi c at t i t udes t owar ds exi st ence

def i ned by Caso, economy, di si nt er est , and char i t y, ar e cont r ast ed accor di ng

t o how f ul l y t hey act ual i ze t he t r ue possi bi l i t i es of t he human bei ng . The r oot

pr obl em of exi st ent i al ont ol ogy i s t o gr ound t he aut hent i c possi bi l i t i es i n an

i nt er pr et at i on of bei ng and t o demonst r at e how t he i naut hent i c possi bi l i t i es

ar i se and ar e r el at ed t o t hem. Hei degger , f or exampl e, i n Bei ng and Ti me,

def i nes Dasei n' s " ownmost possi bi l i t y" as bei ng- t owar ds- deat h and at t empt s

t o der i ve al l ot her " i naut hent i c possi bi l i t i es" f r om Dasei n' s " f l i ght " f r om i t s

ownmost possi bi l i t y i nt o t he " chat t er " of t he They- sel f , whi ch i s mer el y an

al i enat ed or depr i ved ( " pr i vat i ve" ) mode of r esol ut e choi ce i n t he f ace of

Not hi ng . I n cont r ast , Sar t r e def i nes t he aut hent i c pour soi as absol ut e sel f -
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det er mi ni ng f r eedom and der i ves i naut hent i ci t y ( " bad f ai t h" ) f r om a f l i ght

f r om sel f - r esponsi bi l i t y i nt o t he congeal ed and def i ned r eal m of t he en soi .

Char act er i st i c of al l exi st ent i al ont ol ogi es i s t he separ at i on of aut hent i c

exi st ence f r om any r at i onal pr i nci pl e and t he i dent i f i cat i on of r eason wi t h

i naut hent i c exi st ence . Thi s separ at i on r ai ses t he quest i on of how i t i s possi bl e

t o know t hat a cer t ai n mode of exi st ence i s aut hent i c and may account f or

why each exi st ent i al ont ol ogy i nt er pr et s t he basi c cat egor i es di f f er ent l y,

maki ng each exi st ent i al i sm appear , t o an out si der , as mer el y t he pr oduct of

per sonal sel f - expr essi on . Aut hent i c exi st ence i s al ways def i ned i n t er ms of a

not i on of f r eedom, but each exi st ent i al i sm has i t s own i nt er pr et at i on of

f r eedom, whi ch i s r adi cal l y opposed t o t he ot her s .

Caso' s exi st ent i al ont ol ogy i s di st i ngui shed f r om ot her s by i t s st r ong

dependence upon vi t al i st i c met aphysi cs . The t hr ee at t i t udes t owar ds

exi st ence, economy, di si nt er est , and char i t y, ar e di st i ngui shed f r om one

anot her on t he basi s of whet her t hey ar e i mmanent t o or t r anscendent over

l i f e . Unl i ke most Eur opean exi st ent i al i st s, who wer e cr i t i cs of i deal i sm and,

t her ef or e, i ni t i at ed t hei r r ef l ect i ons wi t h a cr i t i que of consci ousness, Caso

at t acked vi t al i sm and, t hus, began by i nt er pr et i ng t he cat egor y of l i f e . I n

gener al , Caso' s st ar t i ng poi nt bound hi mt o a dual i st i c ont ol ogy, whi ch woul d
f r ust r at e al l of hi s ef f or t s t o gr ound ci vi l i zat i on anew i n a coher ent i dea of t he

per son . The Eur opean exi st ent i al i st s wer e moni st s, f or whomi naut hent i ci t y

was, i n essence, a " pr i vat i ve" mode of consci ousness . For exampl e, Hei degger

i nt er pr et s us as " f al l i ng" bei ngs whose vocat i on i s t o l i f t our sel ves up i nt o t he

t r ut h . For Caso, on t he ot her hand, we ar e f al l en bei ngs, who ar e i mmer sed i n

l i f e and who must t r anscend our est at e her oi cal l y r at her t han mer el y r ecover

our sel ves . Exi st ent i al ont ol ogy, t hen, i s a cr i t i cal phi l osophy, whi ch i s af f ect ed

i n i t s r esul t s by i t s or i gi nal obj ect of cr i t i ci sm .

Just as Hei degger began Bei ng and Ti me wi t h an anal ysi s of our " f al l i ng"

exi st ence, what he cal l ed " ever ydayness, " Caso begi ns wi t h a descr i pt i on of
our f al l en exi st ence, exi st ence as economy . Accor di ng t o Caso, l i f e i s r ul ed by

t he pr i nci pl e of economy : maxi mumadvant age wi t h mi ni mumef f or t . Unl i ke

many ot her vi t al i st s, such as Si mmel , Ber gson, and Or t ega, Caso def i nes l i f e

mor al l y, cl ai mi ng t hat " vi t al ener gy, " whi ch i s an or i gi nal and i r r educi bl e

r eal i t y, i s " consci ous or unconsci ous egoi sm. " ' Li f e, f or Caso, i s di scont i nuous

wi t h any ot her or der of exi st ence, havi ng i t s own " i mmanent f i nal i t y" whi ch i s

def i ned as t he monopol i zat i on ( acapar al ni ent o) of al l whi ch i s not i t sel f .

Wi t hi n t hi s concept of monopol i zat i on i s summar i zed al l of t he var i ous

ni net eent h cent ur y bi ol ogi cal and ut i l i t ar i an i nt er pr et at i ons of exi st ence,

f r om t he egoi sm of ut i l i t ar i ani sm t o t he Dar wi ni an st r uggl e f or sur vi val .

Bi ol ogi st s woul d not accept such a def i ni t i on whi ch i nt er mi xes t he consci ous

and t he unconsci ous . However , Caso does not cl ai m t hat egoi sm i s consci ous

l i f e, but t hat unconsci ous l i f e i s unconsci ous egoi sm. $ Even pl ay i s mer el y, f or

Caso, a pr epar at i on t o do bat t l es wi t h f ut ur e adver sar i es . 9
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Caso' s i nt er pr et at i on of l i f e cont ai ns t he pr obl emof how he i s abl e t o know

t he pr i nci pl e of t he unconsci ous . 10 Cr i t i qui ng hi s i nabi l i t y t o sol ve t hi s
pr obl em, however , i s not our maj or concer n . I nst ead, our i nt er est i s f ocused
on hi s i nt er pr et at i on of l i f e, whi ch i s def i ned i n such a way as t o al l ow no exi t
f r omi t , except by some movement or act of exi st ence whi ch di scl oses a mode
of bei ng ant i t het i cal t o l i f e . Li f e can onl y be t r anscended i n a way ent i r el y
ant i t het i cal t o i t sel f . Thi s means t hat Bei ng has t o cont ai n at l east t wo separ at e
r eal i t i es ; t hat Bei ng has t o i ncl ude l i f e wi t hi n i t sel f r at her t han t o be
coext ensi ve wi t h i t . Tr anscendence of l i f e cannot be per f or med by any act of
r at i onal t hi nki ng because Caso i dent i f i es r eason wi t h sci ence and sci ence wi t h
economy . Ther ef or e, i n Caso' s t er ms, r eason i s mer el y an ext ensi on of egoi sm
and, t hus, does not sur pass exi st ence as economy . The f i r st at t i t ude t owar ds
exi st ence, t hen, i s not vol unt ar i l y assumed, but i s a st ance whi ch each
i ndi vi dual must adopt by vi r t ue of bei ng al i ve and of bei ng cont i nuous wi t h al l
f or ms of l i f e .

The move beyond l i f e must i nvol ve t he r ej ect i on of ei t her one or bot h of t he
component s of t he pr i nci pl e of economy : maxi mum advant age or mi ni mum

ef f or t . Such a r ej ect i on coul d pr oceed i n any of ei ght possi bl e ways, dependi ng
upon t he possi bi l i t i es of modi f yi ng advant age and ef f or t by maxi mum,
mi ni mum, or i ndi f f er ence, each combi nat i on yi el di ng a uni quel y

det er mi nabl e pr i nci pl e . Caso, however , does not di scuss ni ne at t i t udes

t owar ds exi st ence, but onl y t hr ee . An under st andi ng of why he excl udes t he
si x ot her possi bl e pr i nci pl es wi t hout even ment i oni ng t hem wi l l be expl or ed
l at er i n our cr i t i que of hi s syst em. For t he pr esent i t i s mer el y necessar y t o
descr i be how he pr oposes t o t r anscend t he vi t al economy, f i r st by appeal i ng t o
exi st ence as di si nt er est and second t o exi st ence as char i t y .

Exi st ence as di si nt er est i s t he r eal mof aest het i c exper i ence and t r anscends
vi t al egoi sm accor di ng t o t he pr i nci pl e of i ndi f f er ence t o advant age and
maxi mumef f or t . Caso asser t s t hat " ar t i s i nnat e di si nt er est whi ch l i f e does not
expl ai n ; i t demands an enor mous ef f or t and i t s r esul t i s usel ess . " ~ I The wor l d
of ar t i s not onl y ant i - vi t al but ant i - r at i onal , because " t o t hi nk i s t o r el at e, t o
ut i l i ze, " whi l e t he cont empl at i on of beaut y i s exhaust ed by an i nt ui t i on i n
whi ch " t he subj ect i s t he obj ect . " Caso i s pr i mar i l y concer ned wi t h exi st ence as
di si nt er est i n r ef er ence t o i t s f unct i on as a medi at i on or i nt er medi at e spher e
bet ween " vi t al egoi sm" ( economy) and " her oi c al t r ui sm" ( char i t y) : " Good and
evi l , combat , t r i umph, and def eat ; al l of t hemcan be vi ewed wi t h di si nt er est by
ar t . " 1 z The f i r st st ep beyond l i f e, t hen, i s t he abi l i t y t o cont empl at e i t s
dynami cs wi t h det achment and t o f i nd sat i sf act i on i n i t s expr essi ons f or
t hemsel ves and not f or any ul t er i or pur pose . Thi s st ep, however , i s not
spont aneous, but r equi r es gr eat ef f or t .

The st ep t o char i t y r equi r es one f ur t her modi f i cat i on of di si nt er est , i n whi ch
maxi mum ef f or t i s r et ai ned and i ndi f f er ence t o advant age i s r epl aced by
mi ni mum advant age . For Caso, exi st ence as char i t y i s t he compl et e negat i on
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and r ever sal of vi t al egoi sm, a movement of conver si on i n whi ch goodness,

l ove, and sacr i f i ce ar e i dent i cal : " The equat i on of goodness i s expr essed by

sayi ng : Sacr i f i ce = maxi mumef f or t wi t h mi ni mumadvant age. " i 3 Exi st ence as

char i t y, or sacr i f i ci al l ove, i s al so t he " ownmost " human possi bi l i t y, t he

per f ect i on of human exi st ence, because t he char i t abl e act l eaves " not hi ng i n

pot ent i a, " but expr esses t he compl et eness of per sonal i t y act i vel y . I n

opposi t i on t o Hei degger and Sar t r e, who def i ne aut hent i ci t y i n t er ms of sel f -

cont r ol , Caso def i nes i t as f ul f i l l ed sel f - del i ver ance, not t o an obj ect out si de of

t he sel f , but t o t he sel f s own act . I n char i t y t he di vi si on bet ween subj ect and

obj ect i s not over come by t he absor pt i on of subj ect i nt o obj ect , as i t i s i n

di si nt er est , or by t he absor pt i on of t he obj ect i nt o t he subj ect , as i t i s i n t he

vi t al economy, but by t he absor pt i on of subj ect and obj ect i n a sel f - gi vi ng act

whi ch cannot be r easoned, but can onl y be gr asped i nt ui t i vel y i n t he pr ocess of

i t s r eal i zat i on . Exi st ence as char i t y, t hen, does not cont ai n a r at i onal et hi c, t he

pr i nci pl e of whi ch can be made a maxi mt o r egul at e conduct , but i s, i t sel f , t he

sour ce and act ual i zat i on of goodness .

Our br i ef sket ch of Caso' s at t i t udes t owar ds exi st ence i s suf f i ci ent t o def i ne

t he st r uct ur e of hi s ont ol ogy . The f i r st gr eat di vi si on i n t he ont ol ogy i s

bet ween t he vi t al economy and t he t wo or der s of t he ant i - vi t al , di si nt er est and

char i t y . Bot h or der s of t he ant i - vi t al ar e uni t ed by t hei r r ever sal of t he l aw of

t he conser vat i on of ener gy ; bot h subst i t ut e maxi mumf or mi ni mumef f or t and

excl ude t he possi bi l i t y f or i ndi f f er ence t owar ds ef f or t expended . I n essence,

t he l aw of conser vat i on i s t he pr i nci pl e of i nst r ument al r eason, or ef f i ci ency,

and, so, t he ant i - vi t al i s pr i mar i l y t he ant i - r at i onal . Wi t hi n t he spher e of t he

ant i - vi t al , di si nt er est and char i t y ar e di f f er ent i at ed by t hei r - negat i ons of

maxi mum advant age, aest het i c act i vi t y bei ng i ndi f f er ent t o advant age and

char i t y seeki ng i t s mi ni mi zat i on . I nt er pr et ed di al ect i cal l y, di si nt er est

t r anscends t he moment of vi t al egoi smby sur passi ng evi l t hr ough neut r al i zi ng

t he cat egor i es of good and evi l i n pur e cont empl at i on of an obj ect , whi l e

char i t y r euni t es t he pur i f i ed exi st ent wi t h l i f e i n an act r ever si ng l i f e' s dynami c .

I n t hi s sense, Caso i nver t s t he di al ect i c of i deal i sm, whi ch moves f r om

i nt ui t i on t o sel f - consci ous r eason, by uni t i ng r eason wi t h l i f e on t he l evel of t he

unconsci ous and i dent i f yi ng t he t r anscendence of l i f e wi t h an i nt ui t i on

avai l abl e onl y i n t he pr ocess of act i vi t y . For Caso, t hen, f r eedom i s opposed t o

r eason, whi l e f or t he i deal i st s f r eedom i s t he mani f est at i on of r eason i n t he

wor l d . Caso accompl i shes hi s i nver si on by nar r owi ng t he def i ni t i on of r eason

t o i ncl ude onl y t he conser vat i on of ef f or t and by det er mi ni ng conser vat i on by

advant age . Hence, r eason, even as conser vat i on, can f i nd no obj ect beyond

t hat whi ch l i f e pr esent s t o i t . Goodness and beaut y, t hen, ar e not onl y ul t r a-

r at i onal wi t h r espect t o t hei r obj ect s ( r eason i s i ncapabl e of def i ni ng ends) , but

al so wi t h r espect t o t hei r oper at i on or const i t ut i on .

As was not ed above, t he pecul i ar i t y of Caso' s et hi c i s t hat char i t y does not

pr ovi de any pr i nci pl e by whi ch sel f - consci ous act or s can r egul at e t hei r
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conduct . Exi st ence as char i t y cannot be compel l ed nor can t her e be any

obl i gat i on t o act ual i ze i t . We may sur mi se, t hen, t hat Caso' s t heor y i s not a

t r adi t i onal et hi cs at al l , but an at t empt t o const r uct an ont ol ogy i n whi ch t he

supr eme mode of bei ng i s goodness . Al t hough he begi ns hi s r ef l ect i on by

r eveal i ng an et hi cal cr i si s, hi s def i ni t i on of l i f e as essent i al l y egoi st i c depr i ves

et hi cs of any aut onomy and makes goodness dependent not onl y upon t he

over comi ng of evi l , but upon t he t r anscendence of l i f e i t sel f . Yet , f or Caso,

r at i onal cogni t i on i s i ncapabl e of at t ai ni ng t o any mode of bei ng beyond l i f e

and, so, t he t r anscendence of l i f e becomes equi val ent t o t he t r anscendence of

evi l , ei t her t hr ough i ndi f f er ence t o advant age or t hr ough i t s mi ni mi zat i on . I n

ot her wor ds, t he modes of bei ng beyond l i f e ar e guar ant eed not by knowl edge,

but by beaut y and goodness . Par t i cul ar l y goodness, whi ch i s t he essence of

ci vi l i zed exi st ence, must be t he unsuppor t ed guar ant or of ci vi l i zat i on by

pr ovi di ng i t wi t h an ont ol ogy . I n Hei degger ' s t er ms, Caso i s a " mor al

exi st ent i al i st , " who makes goodness do t he wor k of ont ol ogy . The gr eat

pr obl em of mor al exi st ent i al i sm, however , i s t hat i t must make t wo dubi ous

and connect ed cl ai ms : A) l i f e i s r at i onal , and B) al l t r anscendence of l i f e,

whi ch i mpl i es t he t r anscendence of r eason, i s ei t her i ndi f f er ent t o good and

evi l , or i s good i n i t sel f . I t i s cl ear now why Caso di d not expl or e t he si x ot her

possi bl e pr i nci pl es i mpl i ed by hi s cat egor y syst em, par t i cul ar l y t hose f our

whi ch modi f y i ndi f f er ence t o or mi ni mi zat i on of advant age by i ndi f f er ence t o

or mi ni mi zat i on of ef f or t . For exampl e, i ndi f f er ence t o advant age wi t h

mi ni mum ef f or t , or apat hy, i s ant i - vi t al , but not ant i - r at i onal ( i n Caso' s

sense) , and i t has al so been t r adi t i onal l y def i ned as t he essence of evi l .

Si mi l ar l y, Caso coul d not admi t t o t he modi f i cat i on of maxi mumadvant age

by i ndi f f er ence t o or maxi mi zat i on of ef f or t , because t o do so woul d have been

t o acknowl edge t hat egoi sm need not be i nst r ument al l y r at i onal , but mi ght

al so be neur ot i cal l y compul si ve .

Caso' s devel opment of t he at t i t udes t owar ds exi st ence, t hen, i s i ncompl et e

i n essent i al r espect s . Rat her t han maki ng t he t r adi t i onal i nt el l ect ual i st and

dogmat i c cl ai m t hat knowl edge i s vi r t ue, Caso makes t he ant i - i nt el l ect ual i st

and equal l y dogmat i c asser t i on t hat pur e act i vi t y, or what one mi ght t er mwi l l ,

i s vi r t ue . Such an asser t i on, however , f ar f r om r esol vi ng t he cr i si s of
ci vi l i zat i on posed by vi t al i sm, mer el y i nt ensi f i es i t . Char i t y, def i ned as

compl et e sel f - del i ver ance i n a pur e act , i s onl y good, as Kant not ed, i f t he wi l l

i s good . Yet Caso has no st andar d f or det er mi ni ng t he goodness of t he wi l l

apar t f r om t he act ual i zat i on of t he pur e act . He can onl y ar gue t hat pur e

act i vi t y and char i t y ar e t he same because he has pr evi ousl y equat ed r at i onal i t y
wi t h evi l ( an act i s evi l i f and onl y i f i t i s r at i onal ) . I f ei t her i r r at i onal evi l or

r at i onal good ar e possi bl e, t hen hi s syst em i s f al se . We may not e, t o ant i ci pat e

our sel ves, t hat ci vi l i zat i on i s most di r ect l y under mi ned by i r r at i onal evi l and

most ef f ect i vel y secur ed by r at i onal goodness .
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The Di al ect i c of Char i t y

Taki ng account of t he weakness i n Caso' s at t empt t o const r uct an et hi cal

exi st ent i al i sm, we may pr oceed t o anal yze how he at t empt s t o make exi st ence

as char i t y f unct i on as t he supr eme gr ound of an exi st ent i al ont ol ogy . Havi ng

demar cat ed t he t r anscendent r eal m of exi st ence as char i t y, Caso of f er s an

i nt er pr et at i on of t he t wo ot her Chr i st i an vi r t ues, f ai t h and hope, i n t er ms of

char i t y . Accor di ng t o Caso, nei t her f ai t h nor hope i s i nt el l i gi bl e wi t hout

havi ng pr esupposed t he i nt ui t i on of char i t y . He goes so f ar as t o ar gue t hat we

ar e " t he aut hor s of t he super nat ur al wor l d ( t hat whi ch i s super posed t o t he

nat ur al ) and coexi st ent wi t h i t . " 1 ' I nt er pr et ed r adi cal l y and l i t er al l y t hi s

asser t i on means t hat t he ant i - vi t al r eal ms of bei ng do not exi st i n any sense

unt i l we br i ng t hemi nt o bei ng by cont empl at i ng beaut y or act i ng char i t abl y .

Such an i nt er pr et at i on, however , woul d l eave t he r eal m of t he ant i - vi t al

gr oundl ess and, so, Caso i nt r oduces t he i dea of mul t i pl e " or der s" of bei ng,

whi ch ar e i ndependent of each ot her , but whi ch ar e al so i n mut ual st r uggl e, a

concept i on whi ch cr eat es t he pr obl em of how r el at i ons bet ween aut onomous

r eal ms of bei ng ar e possi bl e . Caso does not sol ve t hi s pr obl em, but r esor t s,

i nst ead, t o t he not i on t hat char i t y, a r adi cal l y per sonal act , i s gr ounded i n a

cosmi c pr ocess of i ndi vi duat i on pr esi ded over by God, who i s not a f or mul a, a

l aw, or a supr eme cat egor y, but a per son, an " I ndi vi dual Bei ng . " Hence,

Caso' s f i nal posi t i on, i n appar ent cont r adi ct i on t o hi s or i gi nal descr i pt i on of

t he at t i t udes t owar ds exi st ence, i s t o def end a t hei st i c exi st ent i al i sm.

Havi ng based hi s t hei smon t he i nt ui t i on of char i t y, Caso ar gues t hat f ai t h i s

absur d i f i t i s concei ved of as ant er i or t o exper i ence . Fai t h, f or Caso, i s a t ype

of nonr at i onal knowl edge whi ch can have no basi s but t he pur e act of r adi cal

conver si on : " Whoever put s f ai t h bef or e char i t y pr oceeds i n t he same way as

one who pl aces r eason bef or e act i on . Reason can be decept i ve ; i t i s const ant l y

decept i ve . But l i f e and t he good never decei ve ; t hey ar e . " ' s Hence, j ust as

r eason i s an i mmanent ext ensi on of l i f e, so f ai t h i s an i mmanent ext ensi on of

char i t y . Fai t h i s mer el y t he bel i ef t hat t he per son i s gr ounded i n a super nat ur al

bei ng, whose exi st ence i s suppor t ed by t he exper i ence of our abi l i t y t o r ever se

t he l aw of l i f e . Hope i s at yet a second r emove f r omchar i t y . I t does not gr ound

i t sel f , but i s der i ved f r om" somet hi ng el se whi ch sust ai ns i t and communi cat es

i t s r eal i t y . "

Exi st ence as Economy, as Di si nt er est , and as Char i t y was f i r st publ i shed

bef or e Wor l d War I . I t s def ense of a nonr at i onal and i nt ui t i ve gr ound f or t he

good and f or bei ng bet r ayed an opt i mi sm whi ch was t o vani sh f r om t he

mai nst r eam of West er n t hought i n t he 1920s . Caso r et ur ned t o t he pr obl emof

t he r el at i ons bet ween t he t heol ogi cal vi r t ues i n a l at er wor k, The Per i l of Man

( El Pel i gr o del Hombr e) , wr i t t en dur i ng Wor l d War I I . The r i se of t ot al i t a-

r i ani sms, some of t hem based expl i ci t l y upon i r r at i onal i st cl ai ms, and

mechani zed war f ar e had chast ened hi s ear l i er opt i mi smand, so, he under t ook
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a r ei nt er pr et at i on of f ai t h, hope, and char i t y . Caso bel i eved t hat ci vi l i zat i on

was i n danger of bei ng dest r oyed by r ampant col l ect i ve egoi sm and needed a

f i r mer gr ound t han i nt ui t i on coul d pr ovi de . Yet he di d not al t er hi s ant i -

r at i onal i st posi t i on, bel i evi ng, i nst ead, t hat hi s or i gi nal di agnosi s of t he cr i si s

had been most hor r i bl y vi ndi cat ed . He cont i nued t o bel i eve t hat t he vi t al

economy coul d onl y be t r anscended by an act of conver si on, but t hi s t i me he

appeal ed t o f ai t h i n Chr i st i ani t y, not t o what he once consi der ed t he essent i al

Chr i st i an exper i ence, char i t y . He ar gued, r ever si ng hi s pr evi ous di scussi on,

t hat " what we ar e most i nt i mat el y i s our bel i ef , our f ai t h . " i 6 He i dent i f i ed t hr ee

possi bl e commi t ment s f or cont empor ar y phi l osophy, Mar x' s messi ani sm,

Ni et zsche' s gl or i f i cat i on of l i f e, and Ki er kegaar d' s Chr i st i ani t y, choosi ng t he

l ast as t he onl y one whi ch coul d r enew ci vi l i zat i on . He f ur t her ar gued t hat

f ai t h i s sel f - gr ounded i n t he wi l l t o bel i eve and t he " l ove of l ove" : " Fai t h comes

wi t h t he wi l l t o bel i eve, nei t her bef or e nor af t er i t . " Love or char i t y i s nowt he

medi at or bet ween t he supr eme t heol ogi cal vi r t ue and hope : " Hope i s

gr ounded i n l ove, but l ove i s not gr ounded i n not hi ng . " " Caso concl uded The

Per i l of Man wi t h Ki er kegaar d' s ei t her / or : " Despai r or bel i eve . "

The shi f t i n Caso' s or der i ng of t he t heol ogi cal vi r t ues f r omExi st ence t o The

Per i l of Man not onl y i ndi cat es a pessi mi sm, whi ch i s i nt el l i gi bl e i n t er ms of

t he t went i et h- cent ur y publ i c si t uat i on, and a desper at e ef f or t t o secur e

ci vi l i zat i on by a r et ur n t o t r adi t i on, but al so r eveal s t he ul t i mat e i nt ent i on of

hi s phi l osophy . I n hi s t wo di scussi ons of t he t heol ogi cal vi r t ues char i t y and

f ai t h change posi t i ons, but hope r emai ns as t he r esul t ant of t hei r oper at i on .

We may sur mi se t hat Caso' s ent i r e phi l osophi cal ef f or t was mot i vat ed by a

pr of ound desi r e t o secur e, t hr ough t hought , some gr ounds f or hope t hat t he

per son i s sust ai ned by a hi gher r eal i t y i n a soci et y whi ch was not onl y

char act er i zed by r ampant i ndi vi dual and col l ect i ve egoi sms, but whi ch

l egi t i mat ed t hose egoi sms i n i t s phi l osophi es . Hi s f i r st at t empt t o gr ound hope

was accompl i shed by i dent i f yi ng beaut y and goodness wi t h t he t r anscendence

over l i f e, whi l e hi s second ef f or t gr ounded t r anscendence over l i f e i n a

t r adi t i onal f ai t h . I n nei t her case di d he gi ve up hi s f undament al bel i ef t hat

r eason i s t he i mmanent ext ensi on of l i f e or , i n ot her wor ds, t hat al l r eason i s

i nst r ument al r eason ser vi ng vi t al goal s . The di f f er ence bet ween hi s f i r st and

second di scussi ons, t hen, i s not f undament al . He concl uded f r omt he bi t t er

exper i ence of t he f i r st hal f of t he t went i et h cent ur y t hat char i t y was t oo f r ai l a

suppor t on whi ch t o r est ci vi l i zat i on . Yet he had wr i t t en Exi st ence decades

ear l i er j ust because he had j udged t hat f ai t h had cr umbl ed under t he onsl aught

of posi t i vi st i c model s of publ i c l i f e and coul d onl y be r enewed i f i t was gi ven a

basi s i n exper i ence . I f anyt hi ng, t he pr ospect s f or a r evi val of Chr i st i an

ci vi l i zat i on wer e di mmer i n Wor l d War I I t han t hey had been bef or e Wor l d

War I , so we may concl ude t hat The Per i l of Man was ei t her a wor k of

desper at i on or a pr agmat i c appeal f or t he benef i t s of t he Chr i st i an

commi t ment . That i t was t he f or mer and t hat Caso had al ways nur sed a
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hunger f or hope as deep, t hough di sgui sed, as Unamuno' s " hunger f or

i mmor t al i t y" i s evi denced by hi s f i nal wor ds : bel i eve or despai r . He does not

say " bel i eve or di sbel i eve, " or " hope or despai r . " For Caso, t he cr i si s of our

t i me was t he f ai l ur e of hope t hat we can t r anscend l i f e, t hat t her e i s any gr ound

f or bel i ef t hat we ar e mor e t han i nt el l i gent ani mal s, t hat t her e i s any bel i ef t o

sust ai n t he i nt r i nsi c val ue of our char i t abl e act s . I n a sense, t hen, t he hi dden

pr i macy i n Caso' s phi l osophy i s t he pr i macy of hope, t he vi r t ue whi ch i s

al ways vi ndi cat ed by hi s phi l osophy, but . whi ch he di scussed onl y br i ef l y . I f

Hei degger phi l osophi zed t o make a cl ear i ng f or Bei ng, Caso phi l osophi zed t o

make a cl ear i ng f or hope and, so, l i ke Hei degger , f or hi msel f .

The Et hi cs of Char i t y : Per sonal and Publ i c

Fr om t he st andpoi nt of ont ol ogy, Ant oni o Caso' s t hei st i c and mor al

exi st ent i al i sm suf f er s f r om t he weakness of al l such syst ems . Ti ed t o t he

phi l osophy whi ch t hey cr i t i ci ze, exi st ent i al ont ol ogi es must ei t her i nver t t hei r

obj ect of cr i t i ci sm, be i t i deal i sm or vi t al i sm, or r emai n wi t hi n i t s cat egor i es .

Yet t hei r ont ol ogi cal f ai l ur e does not negat e t hei r cont r i but i ons al t oget her . I n

t he t went i et h cent ur y exi st ent i al i sm has f unct i oned t o def end and vi ndi cat e a

r ange of si gni f i cant human exper i ences whi ch ar e not acknowl edged by such

r at i onal i st doct r i nes as i deal i sm, posi t i vi sm, pr agmat i sm, Mar xi sm, and

phenomenol ogy . Hei degger ' s " car e" , Mar cel ' s " f i del i t y, " Buber ' s " I - Thou, "

and Abbagnano' s " possi bi l i t y of possi bi l i t y" al l di r ect t he per son t o

phenomena and " at t i t udes" whi ch ar e essent i al t o a f ul l and sel f - r ef l ect i ve

exi st ence . Caso i s, of cour se, i n t hi s gr eat exi st ent i al i st t r adi t i on, whi ch seeks

t o r ef or mul at e exper i ences whi ch wer e cent r al t o an ear l i er r el i gi ous er a of

West er n ci vi l i zat i on and t o car r y t hemf or war d i nt o a secul ar soci et y whi ch i s

or i ent ed, i n i t s publ i c l i f e, t owar ds r est r i ct i ng t he r ange of si gni f i cant

exper i ence t o over t behavi or . Al t hough Caso was unabl e successf ul l y t o

def end an ont ol ogy i n whi ch char i t y r eveal ed a hi gher r eal i t y, t he exper i ence of

char i t abl e act i on can nonet hel ess be made act ual and i s one of t he most

i mpor t ant possi bi l i t i es of human exi st ence .

Exi st ence as char i t y i s, i n f act , a par t i cul ar l y cent r al human possi bi l i t y

because i t t ouches t he cor e of t he sel f . Fol l owi ng Caso' s spi r i t , t hough not hi s

at t empt t o f or mul at e an ont ol ogy, we may not e t hat t he exper i ence of t he sel f

i n t he t went i et h cent ur y has been one of pr of ound al i enat i on . As soci ol ogi st s

such as Er vi ng Gof f man have obser ved, i n our ever yday l i ves we seek t o

" pr esent " a " sel f ' t o ot her s i n or der t o def end our sel ves f r omexpl oi t at i on by

t hemand, i f possi bl e, t o t ake advant age of t hem. Hence, i f Caso' s not i on t hat

egoi sm i s t he l aw of l i f e i s dubi ous, at l east i t seems t o be a gener al f eat ur e of

our soci al exi st ence . Expl or i ng t he sel f even mor e deepl y, we f i nd yet anot her

ego whi ch mani pul at es and const r uct s t he sel f pr esent ed t o ot her s, but whi ch
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al so does not seemt o be our " own" i n some i ndef i nabl e way . We ar e capabl e

not onl y of per cei vi ng t he i nsi ncer i t y of our super f i ci al and soci al sel f , but we

ar e al so abl e t o f eel an i nsi ncer i t y of our sel ves t owar ds our sel ves . And, f i nal l y,

t her e ar e moment s i n whi ch t he appar ent l y ungr ounded j udgment t hat we ar e

i nsi ncer e t owar ds our sel ves, t hat we ar e mer el y usi ng our sel ves as means t o

some ul t er i or end, i s vi ndi cat ed, not by a r at i onal cogni t i on, but by an act i on

i n whi ch we suddenl y over come al l of t he di st ance whi ch separ at es us f r om

bot h our convent i onal sel f - i mages and our soci al pr esent at i ons, and uni t e

our sel ves t o t he ot her i n a spont aneous act of sel f - expr essi on whi ch i s al so an

act of l ove and of f r ee sacr i f i ce . Whet her such a sel f - gi vi ng yet sel f - f ul f i l l i ng

act i s cal l ed gener ous or char i t abl e, t hose who have exper i enced i t

acknowl edge i s as a supr eme i nt r i nsi c val ue whi ch, as Caso obser ves, can

nei t her be coer ced t hr ough soci al cont r ol nor obl i gat ed by a r at i onal et hi c .

The gener ous or char i t abl e act i s, per haps, t he cl osest t hat i t i s possi bl e f or

human bei ngs t o appr oach t he abol i t i on of sel f - al i enat i on . A f ul l y expr essi ve

act whi ch does not i ncl ude l ove st i l l demands t he separ at i on of t he sel f f r om

ot her s and, t her ef or e, f r om t hat component of t he sel f whi ch i s l odged i n t he

ot her s' per cept i ons of t he sel f , what Wi l l i amJames cal l ed t he " soci al sel f . "

Al t hough char i t y may not be a " pur e act , " i t does seem t o be t he most

compl et e act of whi ch we ar e capabl e .

As Hei degger obser ved t her e i s an i r r educi bl e pet t i ness whi ch char act er i zes

ever yday l i f e and whi ch i nsur es t hat per sons r emai n al i en t o one anot her i n t he

" They . " Char i t y over comes t he " They- sel f " by pr esent i ng t he sel f t o t he ot her

as an end- i n- i t sel f at t he same t i me t hat t he ot her i s t r eat ed as an end- i n- i t sel f .

Char i t y, t hen, dr i ves t he Kant i an maxi mt o t r eat ot her s as ends- i n- t hemsel ves,

never mer el y as means, one st ep deeper t o i t s r oot of t r eat i ng ot her s as ends- i n-

t hemsel ves by maki ng onesel f f ul l y mani f est as an end- i n- onesel f . Char i t y

cannot be obl i ged and i s, t her ef or e, not a convent i onal et hi cal cat egor y,

because obl i gat i on, whet her hypot het i cal or cat egor i cal , demands t he

separ at i on of a j udgi ng sel f f r oman act i ng sel f , whi l e char i t y i s t he abol i t i on of

al l such separ at i on .

The di f f i cul t y i n Caso' s phi l osophy, t hen, i s not t he cat egor y of char i t y

i t sel f , whi ch he def i nes wi t h gr eat er l uci di t y t han any of t he ot her

exi st ent i al i st s, but wi t h hi s use of t he cat egor y t o gr ound an ont ol ogy whi ch

mi ght j ust i f y f ai t h and hope . Remai ni ng st r i ct l y wi t hi n t he bounds of

descr i pt i ve phenomenol ogy, i f char i t y has any ont ol ogi cal si gni f i cance i t i s i n

t he demonst r at i on of our abi l i t y t o uni t e our sel ves t o ot her s by uni t i ng

our sel ves t o our sel ves, i n t he super cessi on of t he convent i onal dual i sm

bet ween sel f - r eal i zat i on and t he r eal i zat i on of t he ot her . Consi der ed
phenomenol ogi cal l y, however , char i t y i mpl i es nei t her f ai t h nor hope . As Caso

not ed, i t mer el y i s, i n and f or i t sel f . The most t hat can be gai ned f r om t he

i nt ui t i on of char i t y i s a l at er commi t ment t o appl y r eason t o seek t he
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ci r cumst ances and cont ext s whi ch ar e f avor abl e t o i t s act ual i zat i on, and t o

cr eat e a char act er whi ch wi l l i nf use f ut ur e char i t abl e act s wi t h i nt el l i gence .

Caso, of cour se, di d not dr aw t hese i mpl i cat i ons f r omt he i nt ui t i on of char i t y,

because he bel i eved t hat r eason was ensl aved t o egoi sm. Hence, f or hi m,

char i t y coul d not be i nt el l i gent . Thi s, of cour se, was hi s gr eat est mi st ake ; t he

sur r ender of r eason t o hi s f oes . As Mar cel not ed, j ust because we cannot count

on our sel ves bei ng char i t abl e, t he basi s of mor al i t y i n per sonal r el at i ons i s a

" secondar y r ef l ect i on, " i n whi ch we become awar e of our par t i al i t y and

sel f i shness, and at t empt t o r ect i f y i t . Bot h egoi sm and char i t y, as wel l as t he

many concr et e model s of bei ng- t owar ds- ot her s whi ch l i e bet ween t hem, ar e

nei t her r at i onal nor i r r at i onal , but ar e, i n pr i nci pl e, capabl e of bei ng i nf used

wi t h r eason . Most f undament al l y, t hen, Caso used char i t y as a means t o

def end f ai t h and hope, because he was unabl e or unwi l l i ng t o use r eason as a

means t o def end char i t y .

For our phenomenol ogi cal i nt er pr et at i on, char i t y i s a per sonal and not a

publ i c per f ect i on ; i t cannot ser ve as t he basi s f or j ust i f yi ng ci vi l i zed l i f e, but i s,

i nst ead, t he et hi cal consequent of ci vi l i zat i on and not i t s gr ound . The gr ound

of ci vi l i zat i on i s t he r espect f or per sons as ends- i n- t hemsel ves, not t he

per f ect i on of per sons, whi ch i s a per sonal or i nt i mat e concer n . Ci vi l i zat i on

can cr eat e t he mor al condi t i ons f or i nt i macy and i ndi vi dual i t y, but i t cannot ,

even i n Caso' s t er ms, make i nt i macy and i ndi vi dual i t y i t s di r ect obj ect . The

quest i on, t hen, ar i ses of why Caso under mi ned hi s own pr oj ect of vi ndi cat i ng

ci vi l i zat i on by t r yi ng t o make a per sonal per f ect i on t he basi s of a mor al publ i c

si t uat i on, or , i n ot her wor ds, why he deni gr at ed r eason and depr i ved i t of any

r i ght s i n t he r eal m of et hi cs . Caso, who was t he most i nf l uent i al Mexi can

phi l osopher i n t he post - Revol ut i onar y per i od, may be hel d at l east par t l y

r esponsi bl e f or t he f act t hat t he Mexi can Revol ut i on had no coher ent publ i c

phi l osophy and f or t he cont i nui ng al i enat i on of Mexi can phi l osopher s f r om

t hei r publ i c si t uat i on .

Just as t he Fr ench phi l osophes pr epar ed an i nt el l ect ual cl i mat e f avor abl e

t o t he Revol ut i on of 1789, so t he young cr i t i cs of t he At eneo del egi t i mi zed t he

i deol ogy of t he Por f i r i an r egi me and hel ped t o cr eat e a cl i mat e of opi ni on

f avor abl e t o t he Revol ut i on of 1910 . Yet t her e was a deci si ve di f f er ence

bet ween t he t wo i nt el l ect ual movement s, whi ch i s expl ai ned by t he moment s

of West er n hi st or y i n whi ch t hey appear ed . The phi l osophes wer e

pr ogr essi ves and r at i onal i st s, at t acki ng a t r adi t i onal Chr i st i an cul t ur e i n

whi ch pol i t i cal r ul e was suppor t ed by r el i gi ous myt h . By t he t i me t he At eneo

appear ed r at i onal i sm had begun t o show some of i t s di sast r ous publ i c conse-

quences and nowher e mor e t han i n Mexi co wer e t hose consequences mor e

appar ent . We may obser ve t hat t he Por f i r i an r egi me was, per haps, t he ear l i est

exampl e of t ot al i t ar i ani sm i n t he West , i mper f ect because of t he r el at i vel y l ow

l evel of Mexi can i ndust r i al devel opment , but nonet hel ess t ot al i st i c i n i t s

pr ogr am of subst i t ut i ng " sci ent i f i c" admi ni st r at i on f or pol i t i cs and of
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const r uct i ng an educat i onal syst em based on Comt e' s posi t i ve phi l osophy .

The At eneo, t hen, was a r eact i on agai nst posi t i vi sm and al so, by i mpl i cat i on,

agai nst t he posi t i vi st gl or i f i cat i on of sci ent i f i c r eason . The At eneo' s r eact i on

t ook t he mani f est f or mof r e- educat i on i n t he cl assi cs of West er n ci vi l i zat i on,

but Caso' s phi l osophy i ndi cat es t hat i t s l at ent i nt ent was t o t emper secul ar i sm

and moder ni zat i on wi t h t he Chr i st i an val ues of a pr evi ous per i od of Mexi can

hi st or y . The young cr i t i cs, t hen, wer e nei t her pr ogr essi ves nor r eact i onar i es,

but i nt el l ect ual s who per cei ved t he cost s of moder ni zat i on and at t empt ed t o

mi ni mi ze t hem by gr oundi ng t r adi t i onal val ues i n new phi l osophi es, j ust as

t he Ger man i deal i st s had at t empt ed t o pur i f y Pr ot est ant i sm i n t he ear l y

ni net eent h cent ur y .

Caso and al so Vasconcel os f ai l ed i n t hei r at t empt s t o const r uct a publ i c

phi l osophy out of a pur i f i ed Cat hol i ci sm, and i n t hei r l at er year s t hey bot h
became r eact i onar i es, r et ur ni ng t o Chr i st i ani t y as t he onl y buf f er agai nst

moder n egoi sm. Thei r f ai l ur e and t hei r r et ur n t o t r adi t i on can be under st ood
i n t er ms of t hei r or i gi nal r eact i on agai nst posi t i vi sm. Thei r posi t i vi st

educat i on had t aught t hem t hat t he onl y pr oper use of r eason was sci ent i f i c

and t hei r exper i ence of t he publ i c si t uat i on had t aught t hemt hat sci ence was

mer el y a t ool f or r apaci ous egoi st s . They never quest i oned t hese l essons of

t hei r yout h and, so, never di d sur pass t hei r t eacher s . Thei r r ebel l i on was

mor al , not i nt el l ect ual , i n t he sense t hat t hey accept ed t he posi t i vi st i c dogma

t hat r eason i s onl y sci ent i f i c, but decl ar ed, agai nst t hei r el der s, t hat r eason i s

evi l . I f t hey ar e t o be bl amed at al l , i t i s not f or t hei r or i gi nal ant i - r at i onal i sm,

but f or t hei r f ai l ur e t o subj ect t he posi t i vi st i nt er pr et at i on of r eason t o
t hor ough cr i t i ci sm i n t hei r mat ur i t y . Thi s f ai l ur e was, per haps, r esponsi bl e f or

t he col l apse of Mexi can phi l osophy i nt o war r i ng school s, i mpor t ed f r om

Eur ope and Nor t h Amer i ca, i n t he post - Revol ut i onar y per i od, and t he

consequent absence of any publ i c phi l osophy i n t went i et h cent ur y Mexi co .

However , bl ame shoul d even be t emper ed her e i f we consi der t he si t uat i on of
phi l osophy i n t he cont empor ar y West . Ther e has, as yet , i n t he t went i et h
cent ur y been no ef f ect i ve def ense of pr act i cal r eason whi ch can l i mi t

nat ur al i sm and posi t i vi sm. Hei degger , James, Sar t r e, and Camus, onl y t o
ment i on a handf ul , di d no bet t er and somet i mes di d wor se t han Caso. A

publ i c phi l osophy f or t he t went i et h cent ur y has not yet been wr i t t en and t he

gr eat quest i on of pol i t i cal phi l osophy i s whet her i t can be wr i t t en or whet her
t he supr eme possi bi l i t i es of human exi st ence can onl y f i nd a per sonal def ense .
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