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Dis Chant Man - perfunctory thoughts on existential disenchantment, rationalisation and 
‘sustainable’ economic growth.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

St Paul*  
 
Max Weber likens the phenomenal world to an enchanted garden*, Eden presumably, 
whereas Henri Frankfort ascribes an interpersonal alchemy with natural phenomena, an ‘I - 
thou’ relationship as he calls it rather atavistically, was the modus of ancient speculative 
thought unequipped with the apparatus of empirical analysis, or logic, despite Heidegger’s 
assertions that those tools (paradoxically) have their foundations in transcendental 
metaphysics*.  The ‘garden’ is a larger now but continues to enchant those like our 
incumbent Astronomer Royal Martin Rees, who takes much pleasure and fascination “playing 
with the toys”. Is the search at CERN for Higgs boson particle so different from the alchemical 
enquiries of Bruno’s and Brahe’s era? At least Baron Rees won’t be burned at the stake if it is 
found!          
 
A not uncommon postulation is that the modern Western intellect is more intelligent than the 
ancient: a notion, which can be refuted as blithely absurd as that is. The electron microscope 
affords the observer no more sophisticated powers of interpretation than a crystal ball, or 
that wave particle duality, the Bohr atom, set theory or fractals, might be numinous in a 
tortoise’s shell, the ancient Japanese game Go, or chess (not forgetting that Gary Kasparov 
beat Deep Blue). ‘G.I.G.O.’ must always be the shibboleth of technology. In the documentary 
film Triumph of the Nerds, one of the elusive mathematical conundrums of Apple’s operating 
system was finally cracked thanks to the use of Lysergic Acid. Many fine club level chess 
players seem often to be enthusiastic partakers of mild hallucinogens, and we know that 
those were used in divinatory mystery cults from Delphi to Memphis to the present day 
esoteric aristocrats of Isis at Oxford (the goddess not the terrorist group), for ritual catharsis 
or initiation. Post traumatic treatments, and countless other pharmaceuticals are derived 
from such herbal parents as willow bark, garlic, nutmeg, and various fungi, while MDMA is 
used for trance and transcendental pleasure ubiquitously since its use was popularised by 
Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, Timothy Leary and The Shamen.                   
 
Bubonic plague, typhoid, polio, syphilis, even pregnancy were for aeons unexplained 
medical conditions, and surgery without anaesthetic was obviously a painful experience. 
Modern science has cured us of many of those, but remains a little disingenuous about new 
ones it created: petrol fumes, urea formaldehyde, nuclear waste, high voltage transformers, 



asbestos, are voraciously carcinogenic, but that is quietly taken as the price-of-progress 
balanced in a utilitarian manner, against their benefits. John Le Carré’s ‘The Constant 
Gardener’ highlights the forces of global corporate interest at play: a lot of money is 
involved. (In the film, Bill Nighy’s corrupt minister is in the end unmasked rather aptly, during 
a church service).  
 
Recent exposure of the antibiotic immunity of e-coli, MRSA and Ebola (caused by their over-
use since the post war era) has become a public issue. What is certain is that if we a being 
told that by the authorities now, it means the problem is probably already hopelessly out of 
control. Rather like global warming, climate change and nuclear decommissioning (both civil 
and military) are problems no one is going to pay for, but will not go away, any more than the 
vast flotilla of garbage from Fukushima would sink, the water tables of Chernobyl 
miraculously purify, or Paignton Zoo successfully hatch a captive Brontosaurus.      
 
Was the ardent philosophical, economic and sociological scholarship of the industrial age 
the response to the atrophy of complacent ancien regime, hypocritical inquisition and 
exploitation but, for the first time wielded with the full destructive force of industrial weapons 
and the devastating slaughter that could be wreaked, M.A.D. as it came to be known. The 
fields of Flanders stripped bare of all resemblance to any garden whatsoever, now planted 
with myriad lily-white tombstones, conjure an apocalyptic vision worse than Brueghel’s. 
Bentham, Hume, Mill, Kant, Marx, Goethe, Schiller, Nietzsche and others, seem to offer 
secular solutions to moral dilemmas which St Paul toiled and suffered to illuminate: ‘the 
greatest of these is Love’*.  We know that of the practising Catholics of the Nazi Party, not 
one was excommunicated by the Vatican, nor any remained incarcerated more than ten 
years after conviction at Nuremberg.  Bob Dylan was recently awarded the Nobel Prize for 
literature not perhaps for ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’, but rather for ‘God on your side’, or ‘Rollin’ 
Stone?’   
 
To feel ‘disenchantment’ is perhaps to be without love, as Weber rejected his mother’s 
Calvinism to become at least agnostic*, if not a complete atheist (is there anything Freudian 
in that?) It therefore offers no real alternative to the brutal instruments of bureaucratic, 
rationalising, corporate control freakery that have developed quite clearly beyond all 
camouflage, into an industrialised global operation to ’farm’ human beings. Are we all its 
slaves now, captives of a cruel Creator, as Hans Jonas refers to Gnostic melancholia*? Is 
salvation what Donald Rumsfeld described as something “we don’t know, we don’t know”? 
That it lies not in consuming corporate capitalism’s unctuous narcotic candies, but in direct 
resistance and peaceful non-cooperation with its organised corruption and its appropriation 
of our streets, as Pope Francis has had the courage to light a way.                 
 
* 1625 Nicolas Tournier: Musée des Augustins 
*The Sociology of Religion (1971) p. 270 
*The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man (1946) (Later called 'Before Philosophy') 
* The Metaphysical Foundations of Logic 
* 1 Corinthians 13:13 
* “the deep tension between the Kantian moral imperatives and a Nietzschean diagnosis of 
the modern cultural world is apparently what gives such a darkly tragic and agnostic shade to 
Weber's ethical worldview”: Encyclopaedia of Philosophy. Stanford.  
* The Gnostic Religion 


