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 Consciousness, from the Latin cum meaning “with” and scire meaning “to know,” 
may be defined as the awareness or perception of inward psychological or spiritual facts, 
as well as of external phenomena, states or actions.  Mind, derived from the Latin mens, 
almost defies a precise, all embracing definition.  Some scientists and psychologists have 
even debated whether it was inside or outside the human body.  Jung, for instance, 
believed in the “collective unconscious” made up of universal, timeless elements of 
human experience shared by all individuals.  Searching among different languages, we 
find no truly corresponding, but rather multiple near-equivalent terms for English 
“mind”: French esprit (“spirit”, “wit”), German geist (“ghost,” “spirit”), Spanish 
pensamiento (“thought,” “thinking”).  Nevertheless, we can agree that mental concepts 
include consciousness, emotion, imagination, introspection, intention (as in “he is of a 
mind to listen to reason”), thinking and will.  The ancient Greeks preferred to name it 
“soul,” the principle of life, Latin animus.  The Latin past participle animatus produced 
English “animate” and may be defined as “what makes living things alive.”  Animate in 
Greek literally meant “ensouled,” not fresh and blood, but the incorporeal occupant and 
director, even prisoner, in the corporeal being.  The Greek word for soul as well as mind 
was nous, or “psyche,” the latter later personified in Greek mythology as a princess, who 
incurred Aphrodite’s jealousy and caused Cupid to fall in love with her, until she broke 
her promise never to attempt to discover his true identity. 
 
 How does all this affect language in its role of human communication?  We 
should be able to agree on the logical sequence of acts from cognition to communication: 
the five senses perceive the data; the intellect or consciousness, enabled by a nervous 
system organized about a spinal cord and controlled by a brain, processes and interprets 
them to provide us with a representation of such data; finally language enables us to 
communicate our individual findings.  The world as perceived is mostly dependent on the 
percipient.  John Locke (1632-1704) may have written it first in his Essay Concerning 
Human Understanding.  Nihil in intellectu quod non prius fuerit in sensu (“There is 
nothing in the intellect that does not first reside in the senses.”)  Owen Barfield in Saving 
the Appearances – A Study in Idolatry has attempted a masterful and ambitious study of 
how the human consciousness and everything relating to it, such as language and 
communication, have evolved simultaneously with nature’s evolution in Western culture.  
We are not concerned here with the Hindu Weltanschauung or view of life and the 
Upanishads, where the supreme Godhead is incommunicable, but realizable and the 
phenomenal world appears to be real without being so, amounting to nothing but an 
illusion.  You can imagine that such a philosophy has a profound effect on how its 
adherents view life and deal with it, quite differently from those immersed in Western 
culture. 
 



For Barfield and any logical thinker, subject and object belong to one world.  Our mind is 
the world picture; therefore, we look in vain for it inside the world picture.  If you are not 
partial to Leibnitz’s monadology, where nothing communicates, the world around us is  
from the mental experiences of the many conscious egos.  The world of science employs 
mathematics and neutral inanimate symbols, devoid of human features, as its language.  It 
depicts a reality deprived of everything, such as emotion, colors and sound, those things 
we rely on and value in life, and have a meaning only in relation to the consciously 
contemplating, perceiving, feeling subject.  When we engage in arguments over, say, 
intelligent design, never forget that the purpose of science is to determine what is, but 
that of religion what should be and morality.  Besides, Aristotle’s teleology, from Greek 
telos meaning “end,” already covered the study of purposeful design and final causes in 
the universe. 
 
 The language of mathematics does not allow for romantic gems found only in 
poetic diction, to wit Lamartine’s: “Objets inaninimés, avez-vous donc une âme, qui 
s’attache à notre âme et la force d’aimer?” (Inanimate objects, do you then have a soul, 
that bonds with our soul and compels it to love?), and “When hill, tree, cloud, those 
shadowy forms, /ascending heaven are seen, / their mindless beauty I from far /admire, a 
gulf between. /Yet in the untroubled river when /their true ideas I find, /that river joined 
in trance with me / becomes my second mind,” or Goethe’s “Wäre nicht das Auge 
sonnenhalft / Die Sonne könnt’ es nie erblicken. / Läg nicht in uns des Gottes eigne Kraft 
/ Wie könnt uns Göttliches entrücken?” which I translate as “If our eye did not sun’s 
nature share / it ne’er would or could catch the sun’s light. / If Godlike strength we did 
not in us bear / how could we find the divine light?” 
 
 According to Barfield, it appears most likely and logical that primitive man or 
woman, receiving through their senses representations encountered in daily life of the 
outside world and its phenomena, reacted as though they were part of the landscape.  
They did not view it as an “I and it” situation.  In fact, they intuitively took their 
belonging to the world of phenomena behind the representation for granted.  They lived 
it; they did not imagine it.  This Barfield calls “original participation.”  They lived and 
communicated at a pre-logical and pre-mythical stage.  Animism, using spirits and gods 
as causes of phenomena came at a later stage.  Primitives saw with eyes like ours, but did 
not perceive with minds like ours.  Traveling today in sites of ancient cultures like Egypt, 
it is jarring to hear guides explain historical events in modern perspective.  With all due 
respect to social anthropologists like Lucien Lévy-Bruhl and his Primitive Mentality 
(1922), primitive man would never have said: “I thought I saw.”  It is immediately 
evident that over time human imagination played an ever increasing role in consciousness 
and language, when the latter was used to communicate with other humans.  Eventually, 
when much later physicists only focused on particles and waves expressed by symbols in 
differential equations, human percipients gradually converted, combined and 
reconstructed their representations.  Most importantly they contributed to them. 
 
 In a process defined as figuration we flesh out our representations with the aid of 
memory and experience into recognizable and namable objects or things.  This process 
becomes almost unconscious; phenomena are now independent from us; we realize their 



“outness.”  This Barfield calls alpha thinking.  Note that in original participation, prior to 
this later stage, humans are less likely to forget appearances and phenomena, since they 
are part of them.  Their new state of consciousness, including figuration, is essential to 
language.  Observe figuration in action in the following examples.  A lady complained to 
the painter Whistler that she did not see the world as he painted it.  Whistler replied: No, 
m’am, but don’t you wish you could.”  Figuration affects alpha thinking.  Take for 
instance: “He thought it was a banker’s clerk / descending from the bus. / He looked 
again and found it was / a hippopotamus.”  We may think of it as the same representation 
with incorrect alpha thinking or two figurations.  Our whole being plays a role in 
figuration.  Just think of all the human factors, senses, mental faculties, memory 
foremost, as well as experience, utilized to utter statements like” “I hear a robin singing” 
or “I smell coffee!” 
 
 Figuration and human progression toward alpha thinking may bring with it 
serious consequences affecting our lives.  Final participation, which Barfield calls beta 
thinking, the view of our world in enlightened, more knowledgeable perspective, is the 
proper goal of human imagination.  It is achieved through reflective thinking, intellectual 
growth gradually enabled by numerous discoveries and advances in physiology, 
psychology and other sciences.  Reverting to the more primitive original participation 
might lead to undesirable, possibly risky, results, such as pantheism, mediumistic beliefs 
and superstitions, even occultism.  The sight of a rainbow, one of Barfield’s examples, 
solely realized by nothing but the sun shining through rain drops, may eventually be 
confirmed as real, not hallucinatory, since it is shared by many primitives in what is 
called “collective participation.”  A primitive mind, after experiencing natural 
phenomena collectively, would deem them in modern parlance “obvious.”  Such 
collective representations are transmitted like traditions and words of a language from 
generation to generation. 
 
 With regard to nature, at this stage of our evolution and for the general good, we 
must disengage ourselves from original participation.  Availing ourselves of a change in 
human consciousness, it is wiser to progress from “what can we learn about ourselves 
from nature?” to “let us see what nature is doing and may God bless her along her path!”  
In what is final participation, fully realizing it is always affected by our choices, we may 
gain by favoring a selfless, attentive love for nature, assuming a creator, contributing 
relationship to appearances.  Humans shall gain, as Barfield advises, by exercising the 
final participation thrust upon them with a profound sense of responsibility, gratitude and 
piety toward the world as originally bestowed upon them in original participation, with 
the understanding of the momentous process of history involved in bringing about the 
emergence of one from another. 
 
 As we view evolution through the fog of past millennia, we cannot, of course, 
distinguish precise lines between the stages of representation, belief about representation 
or between alpha thinking and figuration.  The Greeks, albeit still practicing participation, 
were definitely aware of the “self” doing the thinking.  Democritus (460-370 BC) ushered 
in the atomic theory of a universe composed of atoms (Greek a “not” and tomos “cut”), 
the smallest particle that cannot be split.  Atoms, which form bodies, matter, even minds, 



were eternal, bodies perishable.  The soul was a kind of fire that fueled or animated the 
human body.  Protagoras (485-410 BC) categorically assumed all knowledge coming 
from sensations.  Alpha thinking may have been triggered by the observation of 
astronomical phenomena.  The planets were visible gods to the Greeks, as their names 
suggest.  Compared to irregular planetary orbits, the circle was the symbol for perfection.  
Such thinking could not but influence language.  Greek nous, previously mentioned and 
meaning “mind,” and the practically synonymous Greek logos, meaning “mind” and 
“word,” imply participation, a concept difficult to comprehend unless we think like 
ancient Greeks.  Plato recognized three levels of knowledge.  Fromm lowest to highest, 
they were: observation; an intermediate stage useful for mathematics and geometry; 
contemplation, the highest, an extra-sensory level of pure intelligence sharing divine 
ideas with access to the supreme good. 
 
 The flaw in Greek philosophy was that it still implied and relied on participation 
with an unwillingness to relinquish the by now accepted celestial appearances: sun, 
moon and orbiting planets.  Hence the Greeks erroneously concluded that, if their 
hypotheses enabled them to retain, actually save, the observed appearances, they might 
actually be true. Such idolatry is what Barfield alludes to in the title of his book.  We 
define it as the worship of an object as a god or a made image.  It consists of transmuting 
the admired object into a desired one, not a good method for gaining sound knowledge.  
If we consider medieval learning, preoccupied as it was with words, in turn representing 
the names, hence the essence, of things, we can hardly be surprised at all the related 
subjects, grammar, dialectic, rhetoric, in that hierarchical order, also influencing 
language. “Verbum igitur in mente conceptum est representivum omnis ejus quod actu 
intelligentur.” (“Therefore, the word conceived in the mind is representative of all thatis 
represented in its action of naming.”)  In plainer language, the natural phenomenon, itself 
representing nature, achieves full reality and union with man, when named by man, 
represented by the word. 
 
 “Cognitio eorum quae sunt, ea, quae sunt, est.” (“The knowledge of things that 
are is what they are, i.e., stands for those very things.”)  Much later Hans Geiger, the 
German inventor of the Geiger or particle counter, stated: “Air participates the light of 
the sun, because it does not receive it in that clarity in which it is in the sun.”  No wonder 
grammar, the former “gramarye,” Norman French glomerie, which once solely referred to 
Latin grammar, was deemed to bestow on those that mastered it magical power!  It later 
became our current, alas often misguided, glamour, but not before signifying “the art of 
magic spells.”  Language merits our full respect, continuous attention, understanding and 
love.  It alone allows human interlocutors to raise ever so slightly the veil concealing our 
human consciousness.  How else can we attempt to access the treasure trove, ingeniously 
borrowed from French trésor trouvé (“treasure found”), and either reveal or detect some 
of the treasures concealed therin. 


