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13.  Epilogue: Gnosticism Existentialism and Nihilism
In this chapter I propose, in an experimental vein, to draw a comparison between two movements, or positions, or systems of thought widely separated in time and space, and seemingly incom​mensurable at first glance: one of our own day, conceptual, sophisti​cated, and eminently "modern" in more than the chronological sense; the other from a misty past, mythological, crude—something of a freak even in its own time, and never admitted to the respectable company of our philosophic tradition. My contention is that the two have something in common, and that this "something" is such that its elaboration, with a view to similarity and difference alike, may result in a reciprocal illumination of both.
In saying "reciprocal," I admit to a certain circularity of pro​cedure. My own experience may illustrate what I mean. When, many years ago, I turned to the study of Gnosticism, I found that the viewpoints, the optics as it were, which I had acquired in the school of Heidegger, enabled me to see aspects of gnostic thought that had been missed before. And I was increasingly struck by the familiarity of the seemingly utterly strange. In retrospect, I am inclined to believe that it was the thrill of this dimly felt affinity which had lured me into the gnostic labyrinth in the first place. Then, after long sojourn in those distant lands returning to my own, the contemporary philosophic scene, I found that what I had learnt out there made me now better understand the shore from which I had set out. The extended discourse with ancient nihilism proved—to me at least—a help in discerning and placing the mean​ing of modern nihilism: just as the latter had initially equipped me for spotting its obscure cousin in the past. What had happened was that Existentialism, which had provided the means of an historical analysis, became itself involved in the results of it. The fitness of its categories to the particular matter was something to ponder about.
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They fitted as if made to measure: were they, perhaps, made to measure? At the outset, I had taken that fitness as simply a case of their presumed general validity, which would assure their utility for the interpretation of any human "existence" whatsoever. But then it dawned on me that the applicability of categories in the given instance might rather be due to the very kind of "existence" on either side—that which had provided the categories and that which so well responded to them.
It was the case of an adept who believed himself in possession of a key that would unlock every door: I came to this particular door, I tried the key, and lo! it fitted the lock, and the door opened wide. So the key had proved its worth. Only later, after I had outgrown the belief in a universal key, did I begin to wonder why this one had in fact worked so well in this case. Had I happened with just the right kind of key upon the right kind of lock? If so, what was there between Existentialism and Gnosticism which made the latter open up at the touch of the former? With this turnabout of approach, the solutions in the one became questions to the other, where at first they had just seemed confirmations of its general power.
Thus the meeting of the two, started as the meeting of a method with a matter, ended with bringing home to me that Existentialism, which claims to be the explication of the funda​mentals of human existence as such, is the philosophy of a particular, historically fated situation of human existence: and an analogous (though in other respects very different) situation had given rise to an analogous response in the past. The object turned object-lesson, demonstrating both contingency and necessity in the nihilistic experience. The issue posed by Existentialism does not thereby lose in seriousness; but a proper perspective is gained by realizing the situation which it reflects and to which the validity of some of its insights is confined.
In other words, the hermeneutic functions become reversed and reciprocal—lock turns into key, and key into lock: the "existentialist" reading of Gnosticism, so well vindicated by its hermeneutic success, invites as its natural complement the trial of a "gnostic" reading of Existentialism.
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More than two generations ago, Nietzsche said that nihilism, "this weirdest of all guests," "stands before the door."1 Meanwhile the guest has entered and is no longer a guest, and, as far as philosophy is concerned, existentialism is trying to live with him. Living in such company is living in a crisis. The beginnings of the crisis reach back into the seventeenth century, where the spiritual situation of modern man takes shape.
Among the features determining this situation is one which Pascal was the first to face in its frightening implications and to expound with the full force of his eloquence: man's loneliness in the physical universe of modern cosmology. "Cast into the infinite immensity of spaces of which I am ignorant, and which know me not, I am frightened."2 "Which know me not": more than the overawing infinity of cosmic spaces and times, more than the quantitative disproportion, the insignificance of man as a magnitude in this vastness, it is the "silence," that is, the indifference of this universe to human aspirations—the not-knowing of things human on the part of that within which all things human have pre​posterously to be enacted—which constitutes the utter loneliness of man in the sum of things.
As a part of this sum, as an instance of nature, man is only a reed, liable to be crushed at any moment by the forces of an im​mense and blind universe in which his existence is but a particular blind accident, no less blind than would be the accident of his destruction. As a thinking reed, however, he is no part of the sum, not belonging to it, but radically different, incommensurable: for the res extensa does not think, so Descartes had taught, and nature is nothing but res extensa—body, matter, external magnitude. If nature crushes the reed, it does so unthinkingly, whereas the reed —man—even while crushed, is aware of being crushed.3 He alone
1Der Wittc zur Macht, (1887), § 1.
2Pensees, ed. Brunschvicg, fr. 205.
3 Op. cit. fr. 347 "A reed only is man, the frailest in the world, but a reed that thinks. Unnecessary that the universe arm itself to destroy him: a breath of air, a drop of water are enough to kill him. Yet, if the All should crush him, man would still be nobler than that which destroys him: for he knows that he dies, and he knows that the universe is stronger than he; but the universe knows nothing of it."
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in the world thinks, not because but in spite of his being part of nature. As he shares no longer in a meaning of nature, but merely, through his body, in its mechanical determination, so nature no longer shares in his inner concerns. Thus that by which man is superior to all nature, his unique distinction, mind, no longer results in a higher integration of his being into the totality of being, but on the contrary marks the unbridgeable gulf between himself and the rest of existence. Estranged from the community of being in one whole, his consciousness only makes him a foreigner in the world, and in every act of true reflection tells of this stark foreignness.
This is the human condition. Gone is the cosmos with whose immanent logos my own can feel kinship, gone the order of the whole in which man has his place. That place appears now as a sheer and brute accident. "I am frightened and amazed," continues Pascal, "at finding myself here rather than there; for there is no reason whatever why here rather than there, why now rather than then." There had always been a reason for the "here," so long as the cosmos had been regarded as man's natural home, that is, so long as the world had been understood as "cosmos." But Pascal speaks of "this remote corner of nature" in which man should "re​gard himself as lost," of "the little prison-cell in which he finds him​self lodged, I mean the (visible) universe." 4 The utter contingency of -our existence in the scheme deprives that scheme of any human sense as a possible frame of reference for the. understanding of our​selves.
But there is more to this situation than the mere mood of homelessness, forlornness, and dread. The indifference of nature also means that nature has no reference to ends. With the ejection of teleology from the system of natural causes, nature, itself purpose​less, ceased to provide any sanction to possible human purposes. A universe without an intrinsic hierarchy of being, as the Copernican universe is, leaves values ontologically unsupported, and the self is thrown back entirely upon itself in its quest for meaning and value. Meaning is no longer found but is "conferred." Values are no longer beheld in the vision of objective reality, but are posited as feats of valuation. As functions of the will, ends are solely my own creation
4 Op. cit. fr. 72.
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Will replaces vision; temporality of the act ousts the eternity of the "good in itself." This is the Nietzschean phase, of the situation in which European nihilism breaks the surface. Now man is alone with himself.
The world's a gate
To deserts stretching mute and chill.
Who once has lost
What thou hast lost stands nowhere still.
Thus spoke Nietzsche (in Vereinsamt), closing the poem with the line, "Woe unto him who has no home!"
Pascal's universe, it is true, was still one created by God, and solitary man, bereft of all mundane props, could still stretch his heart out toward the transmundane God. But this god is essentially an unknown God, an agnostos theos, and is not discernible in the evidence of his creation. The universe does not reveal the creator's purpose by the pattern of its order, nor his goodness by the abundance of created things, nor his wisdom by their fitness, nor his perfection by the beauty of the whole—but reveals solely his power by its magnitude, its spatial and temporal immensity. For extension, or the quantitative, is the one essential attribute left to the world, and therefore, if the world has anything at all to tell of the divine, it does so through this property: and what magnitude can tell of is power.5 But a world reduced to a mere manifestation of power also admits toward itself—once the transcendent reference has fallen away and man is left with it and himself alone—nothing but the relation of power, that is, of mastery. The contingency of man, of his existing here and now, is with Pascal still a contingency upon God's will; but that will, which has cast me into just "this re​mote corner of nature," is inscrutable, and the "why?" of my ex​istence is here just as unanswerable as the most atheistic existen​tialism can make it out to be. The deus absconditus, of whom noth​ing but will and power can be predicated, leaves behind as his legacy, upon leaving the scene, the homo absconditus, a concept of man characterized solely by will and power—the will for power,
5 Cf. Pascal, loc. cit. "In short, it is the greatest sensible sign of God's omni​potence that our imagination loses itself in this thought (sc. of the immensity of cosmic space)."

the will to will. For such a will even indifferent nature is more an occasion for its exercise than a true object.8
The point that particularly matters for the purposes of this discussion is that a change in the vision of nature, that is, of the cosmic environment of man, is at the bottom of that metaphysical situation which has given rise to modern existentialism and to its nihilistic implications. But if this is so, if the essence of existen​tialism is a certain dualism, an estrangement between man and the world, with the loss of the idea of a kindred cosmos—in short, an anthropological acosmism—then it is not necessarily modern physical science alone which can create such a condition. A cosmic nihilism as such, begotten by whatever historical circumstances, would be the condition in which some of the characteristic traits of existen​tialism might evolve. And the extent to which this is found to be actually the case would be a test for the relevance which we attribute to the described element in the existentialist position.
There is one situation, and one only that I know of in the history of Western man, where—on a level untouched by anything resembling modern scientific thought—that condition has been realized and lived out with all the vehemence of a cataclysmic event. That is the gnostic movement, or the more radical ones among the various gnostic movements and teachings, which the deeply agitated first three centuries of the Christian era proliferated in the Hellenistic parts of the Roman empire and beyond its eastern boundaries. From them, therefore, we may hope to learn something for an under​standing of that disturbing subject, nihilism, and I wish to put the evidence before the reader as far as this can be done in the space of a brief chapter, and with all the reservations which the experiment of such a comparison calls for.
The existence of an affinity or analogy across the ages, such as is here alleged, is not so surprising if we remember that in more than one respect the cultural situation in the Greco-Roman world of the first Christian centuries shows broad parallels with the modern
6 The role of Pascal as the first modern existentialist, which I have here very roughly sketched as a starting point, has been more fully expounded by Karl Lowith in his article on "Man Between Infinities," in Measure, A Critical Journal (Chicago) vol. 1 (1950).
326

EPILOGUE

GNOSTICISM,  EXISTENTIALISM, AND  NIHILISM

327
situation. Spengler went so far as to declare the two ages "con​temporaneous," in the sense of being identical phases in the life cycle of their respective cultures. In this analogical sense we would now be living in the period of the early Caesars. However that may be, there is certainly more than mere coincidence in the fact that we recognize ourselves in so many facets of later post-classical antiquity, far more so, at any rate, than in classical antiquity. Gnosticism is one of those facets, and here recognition, difficult as it is rendered by the strangeness of the symbols, comes with the shock of the unexpected, especially for him who does know something of Gnos​ticism, since the expansiveness of its metaphysical fancy seems ill to agree with the austere disillusionment of existentialism, as its religious character in general with the atheistic, fundamentally "post-Christian" essence by which Nietzsche identified modern nihilism. However, a comparison may yield some interesting re​sults.
The gnostic movement—such we must call it—was a widespread phenomenon in the critical centuries indicated, feeding like Chris​tianity on the impulses of a widely prevalent human situation, and therefore erupting in many places, many forms, and many lan​guages. First among the features to be emphasized here is the radically dualistic mood which underlies the gnostic attitude as a whole and unifies its widely diversified, more or less systematic expressions. It is on this primary human foundation of a passionately felt experience of self and world, that the formulated dualistic doc​trines rest. The dualism is between man and the world, and con​currently between the world and God. It is a duality not of sup​plementary but of contrary terms; and it is one: for that between man and world mirrors on the plane of experience that between world and God, and derives from it as from its logical ground— unless one would rather hold conversely that the transcendent doc​trine of a world-God dualism springs from the immanent experience of a disunion of man and world as from its psychological ground. In this three-term configuration—man, world, God—man and God belong together in contraposition to the world, but are, in spite of this essential belonging-together, in fact separated precisely by the world. To the Gnostic, this fact is the subject of revealed knowledge, and it determines gnostic eschatology: we may see in it the projection

of his basic experience, which thus created for itself its own revela​tory truth. Primary would then be the feeling of an absolute rift between man and that in which he finds himself lodged—the world. It is this feeling which explicates itself in the forms of objective doctrine. In its theological aspect this doctrine states that the Divine is alien to the world and has neither part nor concern in the physical universe; that the true god, strictly transmundane, is not revealed or even indicated by the world, and is therefore the Unknown, the totally Other, unknowable in terms of any worldly analogies. Cor​respondingly, in its cosmological aspect it states that the world is the creation not of God but of some inferior principle whose law it executes; and, in its anthropological aspect, that man's inner self, the pneuma ("spirit" in contrast to "soul" = psyche) is not part of the world, of nature's creation and domain, but is, within that world, as totally transcendent and as unknown by all worldly cate​gories as is its transmundane counterpart, the unknown God with​out.
That the world is created by some personal agency is generally taken for granted in the mythological systems, though in some an almost impersonal necessity of dark impulse seems at work in its genesis. But whoever has created the world, man does not owe him allegiance, nor respect to his work. His work, though incomprehen​sibly encompassing man, does not offer the stars by which he can set his course, and neither does his proclaimed wish and will. Since not the true God can be the creator of that to which selfhood feels so utterly a stranger, nature merely manifests its lowly demiurge: as a power deep beneath the Supreme God, upon which even man can look down from the height of his god-kindred spirit, this perversion of the Divine has retained of it only the power to act, but to act blindly, without knowledge and benevolence. Thus did the demi​urge create the world out of ignorance and passion.
The world, then, is the product, and even the embodiment, of the negative of knowledge. What it reveals is unenlightened and therefore malignant force, proceeding from the spirit of self-assertive power, from the will to rule and coerce. The mindlessness of this will is the spirit of the world, which bears no relation to understand​ing and love. The laws of the universe are the laws of this rule, and not of divine wisdom. Power thus becomes the chief aspect of the
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cosmos, and its inner essence is ignorance (agnosia). To this, the positive complement is that the essence of man is knowledge—knowl​edge of self and of God: this determines his situation as that of the potentially knowing in the midst of the unknowing, of light in the midst of darkness, and this relation is at the bottom of his being alien, without companionship in the dark vastness of the universe.
That universe has none of the venerability of the Greek cosmos. Contemptuous epithets are applied to it: "these miserable elements" (paupertina haec elementa), "this puny cell of the creator" (haec cellula creatoris)7 Yet it is still cosmos, an order—but order with a vengeance, alien to man's aspirations. Its recognition is compounded of fear and disrespect, of trembling and defiance. The blemish of nature lies not in any deficiency of order, but in the all too pervad​ing completeness of it. Far from being chaos, the creation of the demiurge, unenlightened as it is, is still a system of law. But cosmic law, once worshiped as the expression of a reason with which man's reason can communicate in the act of cognition, is now seen only in its aspect of compulsion which thwarts man's freedom. The cosmic logos of the Stoics, which was identified with providence, is re​placed by heimarmene, oppressive cosmic fate.
This fatum is dispensed by the planets, or the stars in general, the personified exponents of the rigid and hostile law of the universe. The change in the emotional content of the term cosmos is nowhere better symbolized than in this depreciation of the formerly most divine part of the visible world, the celestial spheres. The starry sky—to the Greeks since Pythagoras the purest embodiment of reason in the sensible universe, and the guarantor of its harmony— now stared man in the face with the fixed glare of alien power and necessity. No longer his kindred, yet powerful as before, the stars have become tyrants—feared but at the same time despised, because they are lower than man. "They (says Plotinus indignantly of the Gnostics), who deem even the basest of men worthy to be called brothers by them, insanely deny this title to the sun, the stars in the heavens, nay, to the world-soul, our sister, itself!" (Enn. II. 9.18). Who is more "modern," we may ask—Plotinus or the Gnostics? "They ought to desist (he says elsewhere) from their horror-tales
7Marcion: Tertullian, Contra Marcionem, I. 14.

about the cosmic spheres ... If man is superior to the other animate beings, how much more so are the spheres, which not for tyranny are in the All, but to confer upon it order and law" {ibid. 13). We have heard how the Gnostics felt about this law. Of providence it has nothing, and to man's freedom it is inimical. Under this pitiless sky, which no longer inspires worshipful confidence, man becomes conscious of his utter forlornness. Encompassed by it, subject to its power, yet superior to it by the nobility of his soul, he knows himself not so much a part of, but unaccountably placed in and exposed to, the enveloping system.
And, like Pascal, he is frightened. His solitary otherness, dis​covering itself in this forlornness, erupts in the feeling of dread. Dread as the soul's response to its being-in-the-world is a recurrent theme in gnostic literature. It is the self's reaction to the discovery of its situation, actually itself an element in that discovery: it marks the awakening of the inner self from the slumber or intoxication of the world. For the power of the star spirits, or of the cosmos in general, is not merely the external one of physical compulsion, but even more the internal one of alienation or self-estrangement. Be​coming aware of itself, the self also discovers that it is not really its own, but is rather the involuntary executor of cosmic designs. Knowledge, gnosis, may liberate man from this servitude; but since the cosmos is contrary to life and to spirit, the saving knowledge cannot aim at integration into the cosmic whole and at compliance with its laws, as did Stoic wisdom, which sought freedom in the knowing consent to the meaningful necessity of the whole. For the Gnostics, on the contrary, man's alienation from the world is to be deepened and brought to a head, for the extrication of the inner self which only thus can gain itself. The world (not the alienation from it) must be overcome; and a world degraded to a power system can only be overcome through power. The overpowering here in question is, of course, anything but technological mastery. The power of the world is overcome, on the one hand, by the power of the Savior who breaks into its closed system from without, and, on the other hand, through the power of the "knowledge" brought by him, which as a magical weapon defeats the force of the planets and opens to the soul a path through their impeding orders. Dif-
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ferent as this is from modern man's power relation to world-causality, an ontological similarity lies in the formal fact that the countering of power with power is the sole relation to the totality of nature left for man in both cases.
Before going any further, let us stop to ask what has here happened to the old idea of the cosmos as a divinely ordered whole. Certainly nothing remotely comparable to modern physical science was involved in this catastrophic devaluation or spiritual denudation of the universe. We need only observe that this universe became thoroughly demonized in the gnostic period. Yet this, together with the transcendence of the acosmic self, resulted in curious analogies to some phenomena which existentialism exhibits in the vastly dif​ferent modern setting. If not science and technology, what caused, for the human groups involved, the collapse of the cosmos piety of classical civilization, on which so much of its ethics was built?
The answer is certainly complex, but at least one angle of it may be briefly indicated. What we have before us is the repudiation of the classical doctrine of "whole and parts," and some of the reasons for this repudiation must be sought in the social and political sphere. The doctrine of classical ontology according to which the whole is prior to the parts, is better than the parts, and is that for the sake of which the parts are, and wherein they find the meaning of their existence—this time-honored axiom had lost the social basis of its validity. The living example of such a whole had been the classical polls. . . . [For the remainder of this section of the original essay, the reader is referred to pp. 248-249 of the present volume, which almost verbatim duplicates it. I resume the thread with the last sentence on p. 249.] . . . The new atomized masses of the empire, who had never shared in that noble tradition, might react differently to a situation in which they found themselves passively involved: a situation in which the part was insignificant to the whole, and the whole alien to the parts. The aspiration of the gnostic individual was not to "act a part" in this whole, but—in existentialist parlance—to "exist authentically." The law of empire, under which he found himself, was a dispensation of external, in​accessible force; and for him the law of the universe, cosmic destiny, of which the world state was the terrestrial executor, assumed the
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same character. The very concept of law was affected thereby in all its aspects—as natural law, political law, and moral law. This brings us back to our comparison.
The subversion of the idea of law, of nomos, leads to ethical consequences in which the nihilistic implication of the gnostic acosmism, and at the same time the analogy to certain modern reasonings, become even more obvious than in the cosmological aspect. I am thinking of gnostic antinomianism. It is to be con​ceded at the outset that the denial of every objective norm of con​duct is argued on vastly different theoretical levels in Gnosis and Existentialism, and that antinomistic Gnosis appears crude and naive in comparison with the conceptual subtlety and historical reflection of its modern counterpart. What was being liquidated, in the one case, was the moral heritage of a millennium of ancient civilization; added to this, in the other, are two thousand years of Occidental Christian metaphysics as background to the idea of a moral law.
Nietzsche indicated the root of the nihilistic situation in the phrase "God is dead," meaning primarily the Christian God. The Gnostics, if asked to summarize similarly the metaphysical basis of their own nihilism, could have said only "the God of the cosmos is dead"—is dead, that is, as a god, has ceased to be divine for us and therefore to afford the lodestar for our lives. Admittedly the catas​trophe in this case is less comprehensive and thus less irremediable, but the vacuum that was left, even if not so bottomless, was felt no less keenly. To Nietzsche the meaning of nihilism is that "the highest values become devaluated" (or "invalidated"), and the cause of this devaluation is "the insight that we have not the slightest justification for positing a beyond, or an 'in itself of things, which is 'divine,' which is morality in person."8 This statement taken with that about the death of God, bears out Heidegger's contention that "the names God and Christian God are in Nietzsche's thought used to denote the transcendental (supra-sensible) world in general. God is the name for the realm of ideas and ideals" (Holzwege, p. 199). Since it is from this realm alone that any sanction for values can derive, its vanishing, that is, the "death of God," means not only the actual devaluation of highest values, but the loss of the
8 Wille zur Macht § § 2; 3.
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very possibility of obligatory values as such. To quote once more Heidegger's interpretation of Nietzsche, "The phrase 'God is dead' means that the supra-sensible world is without effective force." (Ibid. p. 200.)
In a modified, rather paradoxical way this statement applies also to the gnostic position. It is true, of course, that its extreme dualism is of itself the very opposite of an abandonment of transcendence. The transmundane God represents it in the most radical form. In him the absolute beyond beckons across the enclosing cosmic shells. But this transcendence, unlike the "intelligible world" of Platonism or the world lord of Judaism, does not stand in any positive relation to the sensible world. It is not the essence or the cause of it, but its negation and cancellation. The gnostic God, as distinct from the demiurge, is the totally different, the other, the unknown Like his inner-human counterpart, the acosmic self or pneuma, whose hidden nature also reveals itself only in the negative experience of otherness, of non-identification and of protested indefinable freedom, this God has more of the nihil than the ens in his concept A tran​scendence withdrawn from any normative relation to the world is equal to a transcendence which has lost its effective force In other words, for all purposes of man's relation to the reality that surrounds him this hidden God is a nihilistic conception: no nomos emanates from him, no law for nature and thus none for human action as a part of the natural order.
On this basis the antinomistic argument of the Gnostics is as simple as, for instance, that of Sartre. Since the transcendent is silent, Sartre argues, since "there is no sign in the world," man, the "abandoned" and left-to-himself, reclaims his freedom, or rather, cannot help taking it upon himself: he "is" that freedom, man being "nothing but his own project," and "all is permitted to him."9 That this freedom is of a desperate kind, and, as a compassles task, in​spires dread rather than exultation, is a different matter.
Sometimes in gnostic reasoning the antinomian argument ap​pears in the guise of conventional subjectivism: . . [for the sequence, the reader again should turn to its duplication in the book, viz., the two paragraphs on pp. 272-273, beginning with "In
9 J. P. Sartre, L'existentialisme est un humanisme, pp. 33 f.

this connection . ' and ending with ". . . thwarting their de​sign."] . . .
As to the assertion of the authentic freedom of the self, it is to be noted that this freedom is a matter not of the "soul" (psyche), which is as adequately determined by the moral law as the body is by the physical law, but wholly a matter of the "spirit" (pneuma), the indefinable spiritual core of existence, the foreign spark. The soul is part of the natural order, created by the demiurge to envelop the foreign spirit, and in the normative law the creator exercises control over what is legitimately his own. Psychical man, definable in his natural essence, for instance as rational animal, is still natural man, and this "nature" can no more determine the pneumatic self than in the existentialist view any determinative essence is per​mitted to prejudice the freely self-projecting existence.
Here it is pertinent to compare an argument of Heidegger's. In his Letter on Humanism, Heidegger argues, against the classical definition of Man as "the rational animal," that this definition places man within animality, specified only by a differentia which falls within the genus "animal" as a particular quality. This, Heidegger contends, is placing man too low.10 I will not press the point whether there is not a verbal sophism involved in thus arguing from the term "animal" as used in the classical definition.11 What is important for us is the rejection of any definable "nature" of man which would subject his sovereign existence to a predetermined essence and thus make him part of an objective order of essences in the totality of nature. In this conception of a trans-essential, freely "self-projecting"
10Heidegger, Ueber den Humanismus. Frankfurt 1949, p. 13.
11Animal" in the Greek sense means not "beast," but any "animated being,"
including demons, gods, the ensouled stars—even the ensouled universe as a whole
(cf. Plato, Timaeus 30 C): no "lowering" of man is implied in placing him within
this scale, and the bogy of "animality" in its modern connotations is slipped  in
surreptitiously.   In reality, the lowering to Heidegger consists in placing "man" in
any scale, that is, in a context of nature as such.   The Christian devaluation of
"animal" to "beast," which indeed makes the term usable only in contrast to "man,"
merely reflects the larger break with the classical position—that break by which
Man, as the unique possessor of an immortal soul, comes to stand outside "nature"
entirely.  The existentialist argument takes off from this new basis: the play on the
semantic ambiguity of "animal,"  while scoring an easy point, conceals this shift
of basis of which that ambiguity is a function, and fails to meet the classical posi​
tion with which it ostensibly argues.
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existence I see something comparable to the gnostic concept of the trans-psychical negativity of the pneuma. That which has no nature has no norm. Only that which belongs to an order of natures—be it an order of creation, or of intelligible forms—can have a nature. Only where there is a whole is there a law. In the deprecating view of the Gnostics this holds for the psyche, which belongs to the cosmic whole. Psychical man can do no better than abide by a code of law and strive to be just, that is, properly "adjusted" to the established order, and thus play his allotted part in the cosmic scheme. But the pneumaticos, "spiritual" man, who does not belong to any objective scheme, is above the law, beyond good and evil, and a law unto him​self in the power of his "knowledge."
But what is this knowledge about, this cognition which is not of the soul but of the spirit, and in which the spiritual self finds its salvation from cosmic servitude? A famous formula of the Valen-tinian school thus epitomizes the content of gnosis: "What makes us free is the knowledge who we were, what we have become; where we were, wherein we have been thrown; whereto we speed, where-from we are redeemed; what is birth and what rebirth."12 A real exegesis of this programmatic formula would have to unfold the complete gnostic myth. Here I wish to make only a few formal observations
First we note the dualistic grouping of the terms in antithetical pairs, and the eschatological tension between them, with its irre​versible direction from past to future. We further observe that the terms throughout are concepts not of being but of happening, of movement. The knowledge is of a history, in which it is itself a critical event. Among these terms of motion, the one of having "been thrown" into something strikes our attention, because we have been made familiar with it in existentialist literature. We are reminded of Pascal's "Cast into the infinite immensity of spaces," of Heidegger's Geworfenheit, "having been thrown," which to him is a fundamental character of the Dasein, of the self-experience of existence. The term, as far as I can see, is originally gnostic. In Mandaean literature it is a standing phrase: life has been thrown into the world, light into darkness, the soul into the body.  It ex-
12 Clemens Alex., Exc. ex Theod., 78. 2.
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presses the original violence done to me in making me be where I am and what I am, the passivity of my choiceless emergence into an existing world which I did not make and whose law is not mine. But the image of the throw also imparts a dynamic character to the whole of the existence thus initiated. In our formula this is taken up by the image of speeding toward some end. Ejected into the world, life is a kind of trajectory projecting itself forward into the future.
This brings us to the final observation I wish to make apropos of the Valentinian formula: that in its temporal terms it makes no provision for a present on whose content knowledge may dwell and, in beholding, stay the forward thrust. There is past and future, where we come from and where we speed to, and the present is only the moment of gnosis itself, the peripety from the one to the other in a supreme crisis of the eschatological now. There is this to re-mark, however, in distinction to all modern parallels: in the gnostic formula it is understood that, though thrown into temporality, we had an origin in eternity, and so also have an aim in eternity. This places the innercosmic nihilism of the Gnosis against a metaphysical background which is entirely absent from its modern counterpart.
To turn once more to the modern counterpart, let us ponder an observation which must strike the close student of Heidegger's Sein und Zeit, that most profound and still most important mani​festo of existentialist philosophy. Heidegger there develops a "funda​mental ontology" according to the modes in which the self "exists," that is, constitutes its own being in the act of existing, and with it originates, as the objective correlates thereof, the several meanings of Being in general. These modes are explicated in a number of fundamental categories which Heidegger prefers to call "existen-tials." Unlike the objective "categories" of Kant, they articulate primarily structures not of reality but of realization, that is, not cognitive structures of a world of objects given, but functional struc​tures of the active movement of inner time by which a "world" is entertained and the self originated as a continuous event. The "existentials" have, therefore, each and all, a profoundly temporal meaning. They are categories of internal or mental time, the true dimension of existence, and they articulate that dimension in its tenses. This being the case, they must exhibit, and distribute be-
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tween them, the three horizons of time—past, present, and future.
Now if we try to arrange these "existentials," Heidegger's cate​gories of existence, under those three heads, as it is possible to do, we make a striking discovery—at any rate one that struck me very much when, at the time the book appeared, I tried to draw up a diagram, in the classical manner of a "table of categories." It is the discovery that the column under the head of "present" remains practically empty—at least insofar as modes of "genuine" or "authentic" existence are concerned. I hasten to add that this is an extremely abridged statement. Actually a great deal is said about the existential "present," but not as an independent dimen​sion in its own right. For the existentially "genuine" present is the present of the "situation," which is wholly defined in terms of the self's relation to its "future" and "past." It flashes up, as it were, in the light of decision, when the projected "future" reacts upon the given "past" (Geworfenheit) and in this meeting constitutes what Heidegger calls the "moment" (Augenblick): moment, not dura​tion, is the temporal mode of this "present"—a creature of the other two horizons of time, a function of their ceaseless dynamics, and no independent dimension to dwell in. Detached, however, from this context of inner movement, by itself, mere "present" denotes precisely the renouncement of genuine future-past relation in the "abandonment" or "surrender" to talk, curiosity, and the anonymity of "everyman" (Verfallenheit): a failure of the tension of true existence, a kind of slackness of being. Indeed, Verfallenheit, a negative term which also includes the meaning of degeneration and decline, is the "existential" proper to "present" as such, showing it to be a derivative and "deficient" mode of existence.
Thus our original statement stands that all the relevant cate​gories of existence, those having to do with the possible authenticity of selfhood, fall in correlate pairs under the heads of either past or future: "facticity," necessity, having become, having been thrown, guilt, are existential modes of the past; "existence," being ahead of one's present, anticipation of death, care, and resolve, are existential modes of the future. No present remains for genuine existence to repose in. Leaping off, as it were, from its past, existence projects itself into its future; faces its ultimate limit, death; returns from this eschatological glimpse of nothingness to its sheer factness, the un-

alterable datum of its already having become this, there and then; and carries this forward with its death-begotten resolve, into which the past has now been gathered up. I repeat, there is no present to dwell in, only the crisis between past and future, the pointed mo​ment between, balanced on the razor's edge of decision which thrusts ahead.
This breathless dynamism held a tremendous appeal for the contemporary mind, and my generation in the German twenties and early thirties succumbed to it wholesale. But there is a puzzle in this evanescence of the present as the holder of genuine content, in its reduction to the inhospitable zero point of mere formal resolution. What metaphysical situation stands behind it ?
Here an additional observation is relevant. There is, after all, besides the existential "present" of the moment, the presence of things. Does not the co-presence with them afford a "present" of a different kind? But we are told by Heidegger that things are primarily zuhanden, that is, usable (of which even "useless" is a mode), and therefore related to the "project" of existence and its "care" (Sorge), therefore included in the future-past dynamics. Yet they can also become neutralized to being merely vorhanden ("standing before me"), that is, indifferent objects, and the mode of Vorhandenheit is an objective counterpart to what on the existen​tial side is Verfallenheit, false present. Vorhanden is what is merely and indifferently "extant," the "there" of bare nature, there to be looked at outside the relevance of the existential situation and of practical "concern." It is being, as it were, stripped and alienated to the mode of mute thinghood. This is the status left to "nature" for the relation of theory—a deficient mode of being—and the rela​tion in which it is so objectified is a deficient mode of existence, its defection from the futurity of care into the spurious present of mere onlooking curiosity.13
This existentialist depreciation of the concept of nature ob​viously reflects its spiritual denudation at the hands of physical science, and it has something in common with the gnostic con​tempt for nature. No philosophy has ever been less concerned about nature than Existentialism, for which it has no dignity left:
13I am speaking here throughout of Sein und Zeit, not of the later Heidegger who is certainly no "Existentialist."
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this unconcern is not to be confounded with Socrates' refraining from physical inquiry as being above man's understanding.
To look at what is there, at nature as it is in itself, at Being, the ancients called by the name of contemplation, theoria. But the point here is that, if contemplation is left with only the irrelevantly extant, then it loses the noble status it once had—as does the repose in the present to which it holds the beholder by the presence of its objects. Theoria had that dignity because of its Platonic implica​tions—because it beheld eternal objects in the forms of things, a transcendence of immutable being shining through the transparency of becoming. Immutable being is everlasting present, in which con​templation can share in the brief durations of the temporal present.
Thus it is eternity, not time, that grants a present and gives it a status of its own in the flux of time; and it is the loss of eternity which accounts for the loss of a genuine present. Such a loss of eternity is the disappearance of the world of ideas and ideals in which Heidegger sees the true meaning of Nietzsche's "God is dead": in other words, the absolute victory of nominalism over realism. Therefore the same cause which is at the root of nihilism is also at the root of the radical temporality of Heidegger's scheme of existence, in which the present is nothing but the moment of crisis between past and future. If values are not beheld in vision as being (like the Good and the Beautiful of Plato), but are posited by the will as projects, then indeed existence is committed to constant futurity, with death as the goal; and a merely formal resolution to be, without a nomos for that resolution, becomes a project from nothingness into nothingness. In the words of Nietzsche quoted before, "Who once has lost what thou hast lost stands nowhere still."
Once more our investigation leads back to the dualism between man and physis as the metaphysical background of the nihilistic situation. There is no overlooking one cardinal difference between the gnostic and the existentialist dualism: Gnostic man is thrown into an antagonistic, anti-divine, and therefore anti-human nature, modern man into an indifferent one. Only the latter case represents the absolute vacuum, the really bottomless pit. In the gnostic con​ception the hostile, the demonic, is still anthropomorphic, familiar even in its foreignness, and the contrast itself gives direction to

existence—a negative direction, to be sure, but one that has behind it the sanction of the negative transcendence to which the positivity of the world is the qualitative counterpart. Not even this antago​nistic quality is granted to the indifferent nature of modern science, and from that nature no direction at all can be elicited.
This makes modern nihilism infinitely more radical and more desperate than gnostic nihilism ever could be for all its panic terror of the world and its defiant contempt of its laws. That nature does not care, one way or the other, is the true abyss. That only man cares, in his finitude facing nothing but death, alone with his con​tingency and the objective meaninglessness of his projecting mean​ings, is a truly unprecedented situation.
But this very difference, which reveals the greater depth of modern nihilism, also challenges its self-consistency. Gnostic dual​ism, fantastic as it was, was at least self-consistent. The idea of a demonic nature against which the self is pitted, makes sense. But what about an indifferent nature which nevertheless contains in its midst that to which its own being does make a difference? The phrase of having been flung into indifferent nature is a remnant from a dualistic metaphysics, to whose use the non-metaphysical stand​point has no right. What is the throw without the thrower, and without a beyond whence it started? Rather should the existen​tialist say that life—conscious, caring, knowing self—has been "tossed up" by nature. If blindly, then the seeing is a product of the blind, the caring a product of the uncaring, a teleological nature be​gotten unteleologically.
Does not this paradox cast doubt on the very concept of an in​different nature, that abstraction of physical science? So radically has anthropomorphism been banned from the concept of nature that even man must cease to be conceived anthropomorphically if he is just an accident of that nature. As the product of the indif​ferent, his being, too, must be indifferent. Then the facing of his mortality would simply warrant the reaction "Let us eat and drink for tomorrow we die." There is no point in caring for what has no sanction behind it in any creative intention. But if the deeper in​sight of Heidegger is right—that, facing our finitude, we find that we care, not only whether we exist but how we exist—then the mere fact of there being such a supreme care, anywhere within the world,
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must also qualify the totality which harbors that fact, and even more so if "it" alone was the productive cause of that fact, by letting its subject physically arise in its midst.
The disruption between man and total reality is at the bottom of nihilism. The illogicality of the rupture, that is, of a dualism without metaphysics, makes its fact no less real, nor its seeming alternative any more acceptable: the stare at isolated selfhood, to which it condemns man, may wish to exchange itself for a monistic nat​uralism which, .along with the rupture, would abolish also the idea of man as man. Between that Scylla and this her twin Charybdis, the modern mind hovers. Whether a third road is open to it—one by which the dualistic rift can be avoided and yet enough of the dualistic insight saved to uphold the humanity of man—philosophy must find out.

CORRECTIONS AND ADDITIONS
To p. 69, note 23, and p. 219: the Turfan-text rendered after C. Salemann's translation should have been rendered after the more recent and improved one by W. Henning. The complete passage then reads:
And from the impurity of the he-demons and from the filth of the she-demons she [Az—"the evil mother of all demons"] formed this body, and she herself entered into it. Then from the five Light-elements, Ormuzd's armor, she formed [?] the good Soul and fettered it in the body. She made it as if blind and deaf, unconscious and confused, so that at first it might not know its origin and kinship.
(W. Henning, "Geburt und Entstehung des manichaischen Urmenschen," Nachricht. Gott. Ges. Wiss., Phil.-hist- Kl. 1932, Gottingen, 1933,217 ff.)
To p. 199, "Apocryphon of John": the recent edition of this text referred to is in W. Till, Die gnostischen Schriften des koptischen Papyrus Berolinensis 8502 (Texte und Untersuchungen 60), Berlin, 1955.
