
F R E E D O M  A N D  S P O N T A N E I T Y  

I STOOD on the river-bank near Bablockhythe and 
watched a snake swim straight across the water. H e  was 
qui,te a siiiall snake and made little stir, so that at first I 
saw only his head moving. I t  seemed odd in a fish to swim 
with its head out of the water. Every now and then he 
stopped dead, cur\-ed in .the sun quite still; then was off 
again o n  his n-ay to the,apposite bank. In that d e n t  and 
remote place the little live thing held all my attention. 
T h e  forin and movement were lovely of cowse, but  ,they 
were not the cause of the fascination. They were only 
signals. T\’hat was fascinating was the appearance of Pur- 
pose, the way the silence and the s d t ,  steady movement 
gave me the sense of something being done, a secret in- 
tention being followed with the entire body and soul of 
the crea.ture. 

I t  is always so with animals. They go so entirely 
to their ends. They are utterly absorbed in doing 
something. Hence their gravity, their sincerity, ,their en- 
tire lack of -both huni.our and vulgarity. They may play 
but they do not joke, they ma)- strut about before their 
females, but they are ne\.er self-conscious. They are won- 
derfully at ease. And how their actions interweave! A 
inillion actions arid movements converged on that snake 
to make hiin swim the river at that precise moment, and 
he, displacing the water, was moving the whole Thames. 
All the river-life moved together. In fact, the whole earth 
moves together. Each movement needs all the rest and 
its very uniqueness is that on which all the rest hangs. A 
vast work is going on under our eyes; there is Something 
being done that brings millions of actions together inter- 
dependently. And we, when we notice, look on and wish 
we could join in. 

For Tve do fundamentally want to join in; but in our 
own Tva)-, d i ic l i  is not the snakes’ n-ay nor the birds’. A 
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bird builds its nest, €eeds its ).oung and dies. I t  is a,b. 
sorbed in  its smai l  cycle. Its flight is like its colour, some- 
thing that happens to it, the outl\.ard shilling of its unique 
xiid particular being. Its only concern is ivi th  its job, 
which is precisely to be a part. I t  desires 110 inore than 
this, and  ' this ' ineniis being a part. Its action is only 
ixter-nction. Its action is for the sake of the whole, bu t  
i t  touches the i\.hole by keeping stl-ictly to its part; and 
i t  does this quite spontaneously: ivith no inner conflict 
a t  all. T h e  end of the Tvhole is the J\-hole end  of b i d  or 
snake. They  are quite sincere 2nd quite serious and quite 
unsentimenra!. Beautiful fanatics! 

Because Jve knon- that we, 
too, 3.re cadi  oE us a part of the T\'hole. -4nd knowing 
this we k ~ o ; v  that ~ 1 - e  ought to join in, that rve must join 
in. If I am n part 
there is ail end  outside me: the end of th? !\%ole, and 
m y  indii.idualit)- does not cotint czcept in  relation to the 
\\.hole. S o t ,  i t  is true, 
as the birds s e n e :  You are of more j.alue than many 
sparrows.' But  soiiiehoiv I must join i n  the 1v01-k of the 
l\'hole; and  somehov I niw: join differeiitl!-. T\'hat is 
this difference? T h a t  .\Ian is free? >ou sa>-. But what 
does our Freedoiii reall! 1iiea11 

TYhen peo p 1 e talk of Free do iii noT\.:icla;-s t 11 c!. see III un- 
able to get Hitler oL:t of their minds. But n'e are not 
talking politics here. Sir Soriiiaii -Angel1 recently rvrote 
a little book' ichich ilia!- help 5:. shoTi-ing us  esactl!. n-hat 
jve are not talking about. Sii- S.ormai: is n o t  concei-ned 
lvith hfan's place in the Ciii \ .ene,  He is concerned with 
;\Ian's place in  the State. .And he puts 5 0  clearly this aspect 
of the question that he abso11.c~ us from the necessity of 
wasting t ime saying i t  oi'er again. His book can be sum- 
marised i n  two sentences, onI>. one of Tvhich matters in 

IYhy do lye Tvant to join in?  

But if .i\-e join in  u-e must submit.  

Hence I iiiust s e n e  aild submit.  
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this contest; and that one runs as follows: Freedom mat- 
ters because i t  is good for the mind, and it is good for 
the mind because it is a discipline for character and a tool 
for disco\.ery. In other ~vords, it is better for all concerned 
to listen to people than to muzzle them, to discuss things 
ireel} with them than to lock them up or run  away; and 
a muzzled people \\.ill not do much in science or the arts. 
This  is worth sal-ing, but  it is fairly obvious as a prin- 
ciple; and the modifications needed in practice, are not iny 
concern here. \\-hat does matter here is that Sir Norman 
considers Freedom only as a means, a means to the g o d  
life in this Tuxid. I t  is that condition in which alone men 
can 81-01’ up tolerant and rational, self-controlled and wide 
aivake. T o  this Tre can munnur  C o m e d o  (or, a t  our most 
cautious, ‘ T r a ~ ~ s e n t  , . . it depends what you mean in 
practice ’) and so pass 011 to think of soinething more diffi- 
cult. 

T h e  question is not  hoiv I should join in the State, bu t  
holv I should join in the Cosmos; and this is a question 
not of means but of the u!timate end. Sir So rman  Angel1 
has decided 0x1). that Freedom is a discipline, a tool; aii 
iiistmmeiit, P. condition, a means; an aid to iiiental health. 
TVhereas I mi talking about Tvhat a man must do Tvith his 
healthy mind if he is to join in the g e a t  business of the 
Cosmos. Bur: this is to place ;\.Ian against the widest pos- 
sible background; it is to consider him simply as a Besing; 
in his ultimate purpose and last end. Every man knows 
[hat his function in the \\’hole is his ultimate function. 
He knmv; that if lie is to plunge into the Cosmos, to find 
his place in i t ,  he must commit liiinself fundamentally 
and finally. T h e  arouble is that he seems to start off un- 
co112172it/ed. From the start he s e e m  detached, free; and, 
\vh:,t is  iiioi’e iinportant, this detachment secins part of his 
lirtture, something he caiiiiot lose, something bound up in 
his kiioTvledge of his o ~ v n  individual identity; and this 
seeins essential. I-et he riitist take the plunge, commit him- 
self, be determined, that is, by a n  end outside himself; 

FREEDON .43D SPOSTASEITY 
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otherwise he remains alone, detached, solitary. To be un- 
determined is, for a ueature, to be alone. I t  is the con- 
dition of not-loving. Absolutely speaking, we cannot read1 
that condition; but by a withdrawal of choice, of particu- 
larised willing, we can attempt to reach it. And people 
do make the attempt, mme or less intensely. There is a 
perversion of freedom which finds a subtle pleasure in riot 
deciding, i n  not desiring this or that, but only the approach 
LO {this or that: ‘ douceur d’&tre et de n’Cti-e pas.’ T o  flirt 
and not conimit oneself; there is a pleasure in going just 
so far, a pleasure ‘that conies not with the tasting but with 
the drawing back, chat acconipanies the sense of oiie’s 
superiority to this or that. You taste the object in order 
to taste your superiority in turni,ncr froin it. Then  there 
is the cu1.t of intellectual indetennination which is some- 
times a kind of snobbery. And, more rare than these, there 
is the kind of person (or could be) whoin Dostoevsky de- 
picts in The Possessed, Kirillov who was so obsessed by the 
thought of the priniary freedom of his wi.11, of its inde- 
termination, that he had to kill himself in order to :be 
quite sincere. He  did not believe in God and so felt that 
he was able, if lie chose, to be utterly undetermined. T o  
kill himself for no reason at all seemed not only the purest 
form of self-will, but it was also to withdmr- himself finally 
from 2~11 the particular goods that might determine him 
through his desire of the.m aiid so destroy his indeterniina- 
tion. I t  is the act of a man who insists, if there be no 
God, on becoming God himself; aiid then finds that he 
must kill himself because in no other way can he assert 
his sublime independence. T h e  cult of indetei-niination, 
of this priiiiary freedom of’ the will, ends precisely and 
logically in not being determined ,by anything; in holding 
back from everything; in Death. Only God need not com- 
mit Himself; if any creature refuses and is logical, it. inust 
coimiit suicide like Kirillov. I t  is not a miere flight ,horn 
things, it is an attempt to be like God IYho is above things; 
and Ririllo\. c m  make the attempt and is tempted to do 

a. 
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so because, by the freedom of his will, he is already, in a 
sense, above things too, T h e  superiorities differ, but the 
mnn's is in the image and likeness oE God's. 

Man is not made noble by his indetermination to par- 
ticular goods. He is 
noble because lie has that direct, positive relation to the 
Vniiersal Good of which this negation is a consequence. 
Howe!.er proud we may feel of our freedom of choice, we 
cannot rest in i t .  \Ye cannot properly speaking do any- 
thing in it. Wc are parts of the Whole and must join in. 
Iiirillov behalved as if he were not a part, but then he did 
not belieie in  the M'hole. At  least he was consistent. He 
freed himself to death, dling of consistency, We, too, start 
perilousl) undetermined; but we go to something dif- 
ferent. Yet we are all potential Kirillovs, and we never 
lose that divine mark on us  which destines us to complete 
failure or complete siiccess. Eni.ying the spontaneity of 
snakes and swallows. ive know in our hearts that we will 
nerer rest until, in our own way, we are as spontaneous, 
as free from inner diFisions, as whole-hearted in our liv- 
ing, as they are; but also that we must reach our sponta- 
neity by a dilferent route because it  will be a quite dif- 
ferent spontaneity. Perfect spontaneity is the same as per- 
fect sincerity. It is the state of a being whose action is 
his own and who acts as a whole. I n  this sense the actions 
of animals are not perfectly spontaneous, for though they 
act as wholes, without inner division, their actions are i lOt  
really their own, They are not free, they are acted upon 
rather than actiFe; ;Ind the reason is that they do not know 
the IVhole before they begin to act. Their end is not in 
them when they begin; yet i t  must be in their beginning 
somehow ( o m n e  agens agit  p roper  finem). Therefore, it 
must be impobed on them from the beginning. But we 
men possess the IVhole in our idea of it; our elid is in us 
when we begin to act as men; it is not mereIy in our be- 
ginning. Therefore, our actions are our own, we are to 
that extent spontaneous from the beginning. IVe join in 

He is not ennobled by a negation. 
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the whole not as mere parts, not as materials, bu t  formally, 
as going straight to the IVhole as \\'hole; not as mere 
means, but  as going stiaight to the End as End. I n  the 
sight of that End lye shall be i{*hollj. one and sincere (as 
we ceizaiiily are not now-): b-it also, so far as creatures can 
be, we shall he self-nioving. Certainly Tve shall be utterly 
determined by that End (this is ich;. ire shall he sincere, 
this is thajt spontaneitj whose far-olT likeness ire lo\ e to see 
in snakes and birds), but. because we go to the End form- 
ally, therefore, Its determination of us to itself is nble to 
be our  determination of oursel1es to  It. Our  natural 
nobility makes possible that supernatural ' liberty of thc 
glory of the childl-en of God '; in which n-e sh?.ll 101 e God 
with the very loie Jvith which H e  l o ~ e s  Himself. .And this 
is the love that move3 the sun and the other stars. 
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