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in memoriam

Mark Van Doren
1894-1972

Farewell and Thanks

Whatever I have left unsaid 
When I am dead,
0 Muse, forgive me. You were always there. 
Like Iight, like air.
Those great good things 
Of which the least bird sings.
So why not I? Yet thank you even then, 
Sweet Muse. Amen.
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Crazy Peopie, 
or
A Christmas 
Present
for Van Washburn

Sunday hunched across the crummy 
dirge asphalt of Baker St. at Avon, and 
when she got to the curb, the street 
was so sunk-shouldered, it was tiring 
to look at the aggressive cement step. 
Her carpetbag hung a ton, and she had 
skinny legs now that damned her walks 
now. She looked at little St. Peter's, 
and thought she’d go and be sitting in 
there soon, warm and resting. It was 
her hard gathering of energy into a 
raging knit that held her make that 
curb, and she didn’t see the frosted 
yellow paint wipe onto her tennis: her 
eyes blurred in the effort of the taper
ing organism. Then stumbling was gid
dy, involuntary, in aftermath then, 
looks like an old crazy lady trying to 
be a game chi Id; she required, when she 
came out, to curse at herself and tell 
herself how she was nuts and nothing, 
embarrassing. She had bumped over onto 
a hydrant in the unlit water of those 
seconds. Her cloth coat v/as nearly 
button I ess and flapped wide to the ice 
sliver of Minnesota wind. Her winter 
marrow sang to the elderly woman about 
violence and fear and pain, but Sunday 
saw then in a fast clarity how filthy 
the beige coat was. Her whole forget
ting was defeated. She pushed up and 
hobbled from the hydrant, turning in 
vicious confusion and muttering, "Dog! 
Bitch!" She didn’t have wine. If Jake 
was out at Nikki’s, further down Avon, 
then Jake would be a good boy and give 
her wine. Down on the sidewalk, the 
ice was a slick shark grey. She stood 
poised and staring there, like a char
acter about to move decisively. But 
she only turned and wandered at St. 
Peter’s, a grey stone building the size 
of a small house with oak door and brass 
handle, strange and disconnected to this 
transit of mishap neon, this section of 
broad mainline Avon.

Her name is Andrea Floyd. It is 
the wrong name. First she was called 
Jennifer. When her mother first started 
hearing that her daughter was retarded



she renamed her Andrea, so that her daughter would be more respected, 
harder and more Intelligent. I will call her Jennifer.

She works in a room at the Center painting. I can see her. The 
room is clear with a crisp winter sun. Mrs. Murray is sitting at the 
table. Jennifer is on top with nev^spaper and the glossy painting paper. 
She is finger painting. She is smiling at herself and at the paper and 
at Mrs. Murray. The paper has red and yellow spots. Jennifer’s hands 
are full of both gels, and her hands are slightly unwieldy. When the 
picture is almost covered, she stops and puts one hand in her mouth.
Now she takes It out and looks at it with her mouth open. Mrs. Murray 
goes to the sink and wets a paper towel. At the table, Jennifer lets 
Mrs. Murray take her hand. While It Is being washed, she puts the mainly 
red one on Mrs. Murray's face and then she just looks at the red-orange 
on Mrs. Murray's face. Blowing the air current ironic up from the side 
of her mouth, Mrs. Murray gets Jennifer's mouth and the other hand; then 
she laughs a laugh like small smooth grey pebbles. "Andrea," she says, 
"are you for me or against me today?" Then she wipes her own face. The 
little girl looks delighted, the paint is wiped away, and she says, "My 
pa-ai-i-nt" clear but long. Mrs. Murray helps her down and thanks her 
and sends her out in the hall. She hangs up Jennifer's painting with a 
clip on the aluminum runner. Then she goes to the door and brings Wally 
in. He runs around the room. When she shows him the green, he likes the 
green, he really likes the green.

11 I

Junior Legal Pad. Gots divine right! Gots divine right! Its the red 
enemy slime up to my armpits, clotting in my pitwires, my arms! is . . . 
(Lord, have mercy, Lord, have mercy—the Dionysian element made all the 
more powerful by sparsity and extreme Apollonian strictures; my pride is 
a beggar's drooling plea, my sins are my need. Lord, my comfort is tread
less, my pleasure oiled grit adamant and pitiable at my cheek. Wino, 
compare your organism to the big guys. Seems much the same, the move and 
measure. Droolhead, same race. It's the measure gets you, both work 
to be there on time and vengeance on the distanced ones who agonize to 
forget. My creatureness is away, my meaning is my future. As were to 
say, it may come to have been, you is run down.)

List them all, the enemy angels; Have yourself, a murder little 
Christmas, jet to make the Yuletide blight. What we don't have and won't 
have is elders. Given a futureness, wheeze immortal. Am you lonely,
Mr. Bones?—Henry hisself is outside the window, his self himself to 
death (the Good guys). Whatsaywe eat? Hearts, kidneys, noses, 
genitals, livers, alive a lush 0 it's as plastic, with debt store khaki 
square firmly grafted. Crazy people will raid the refrigerator and let 
the malcontents be blasted melted again, a hairflesh to furrow my head, 
what's it animal nor human bean, not roughage, but flesh shoved funny and 
furry and bubbly and bushy. Beat, the bush. Slanty-eyed gook all aground 
eyes in a needle, up high. (Sorgeous what the country thigh, ablest.
Were (guilt I just won't have! thirty sizes too big and a cheerful collar 
please) here in asylum gnawing on my tooth. Wolf it down, keep It down, 
farts blown away on the news again, spontaneity; the gust of the overthrow 
sometimes upchuck, just before the sound. Watch at dinner, the marriage 
is not perfect.
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Ed canoed in the tangible stillness of the dusk. Big Pine Lake sang out 
with planar pulls of pink clouds on a bass green blue, and syncopatedly, 
clouds split on a dynamic mirror phrase, a silver black syllable of 
energy. A loon made its lovely voice a word both ask and tell: Not 
after, no sound. The silence seeped back over each; "Oh yes, I contain 
these sounds, dreams, numbers, motions, stabilities. Listen:" The sky 
helds its breath and was other, dimmer. The canoe caught little lap lap »
a little on its side, the gentle love told. He wondered about how such 
loves ended; maybe Lisa and he were yet found somewhere in the silence- 
and-voice lady wisdom; maybe God gave her speak them in one way threaded 
wash or trill of water plashed gliding bark. Where were the natives who 
had found and lost their lives in such a subtle voice, a million signs?
The tadpoles, the Insects, the fish, the hovering pads, the red-winged 
black birds, the reeds, the reclaiming mudbed shore: rhythm changes, 
change finds how my rhythm constant changes peace you traveller rebel 
changes my rhythm rhythm same changed rhythm wrong traveller changes my 
rhythm somehow is the calm uncut it changes finds my rhythm still my 
rhythm changes ....

He was reading Seven Arrows by Yehemeyhosts Storm. A book about a 
way some people gave their children a way to give their children. He was 
smoking a cigarette. He was thinking about why he would not mellow.
Hidden in the general praise, everyone is useful unproclaimed and praising.
At some unknown kind of end of this particular forever city, why not find 
himself in the Psalms. How? Dreamer, there is a grace in knowing simply 
the acceptance of gifts. "God writes straight with crooked lines."

»
*



Father Zossima’s Brother

0 little birds, forgive me!
Small, breasted glowing yellow 
To joy the hearts of sinners— 
Black-cap and mate less-marked. 
Searching the wetted ground 
For a meager harvest.
Wind whipping lonely drops 
About your warm feathers.
0 wondrous work of the Father,
Hunting crumbs for His greater glory: 
I, who have set traps for the mice 
In the attic dust and under the couch, 
I, who cast mud not praises 
At His Name beloved of names,
I am unworthy.
0 little birds, forgive me! ,T



Brian Hiti
All Gone

Day she come shyly, whispering 
Bright yellow 'gainst powder blue 
And cotton-batting clouds 
With the soft wind whipping 
Whimsy through the trees 
And the high brown grass 
Which grow wildly
Near the rotting wooden fence posts 
Grey down the old dirt road 
All dusty in the sun

And he go waIking 
Very slow
Pension check crumpled In pocket

Grizzled cheek tilted to a heightless sky 
Wet eyes watching the hawk 
Circle and gIide 

Looking for little rabbits 
He listen to the beckoning breeze 
And sigh caressing the brim of a rumpled old hat 

And morning 
She is afternoon 

The warm wind she blow harder 
Tossing the tattered collar 
About the withered brown neck

Walking sti11
Sand gusting about the crinkled boots 
He wonder why they are a I I gone 
And he the only one left 

No more run the DM & IR 
Or the shrill whistle scream

No more sing the harmonica round the glowing pot-belly 
While the sheeting hail titter on the window glass 
The cold unable to master the whiskey or break the circle 
Of laughing faces and plaid wool shirts 

No more
Lunchtime but he not hungry 
Spits the brown juice and 
Wa I ks on 
Very slowly
Past the silly waving willows and the flowing brown grass 
Which grow wildly
Near the rotting wooden fence posts 
Grey down the old dirt road 
All dusty in the sun



seeds of contemplation are planted 
in trenches dug for the south— 
exposed porch growing at the back 
of the old couple’s house: 
cement mixer’s graveled voice 
grinding below thought levels 
(quick! overload-stalled, and 
up on that lever)

porch pouring up over 
rock and old bed frame 
scrap metal, around stripped 
pine posts closing, steadying/
"Make the next load thicker, 
boys! Someone fooled us 
with that darn masonry cement." 
damn!!(?) cursed anger but 
let It come! that next one’ll 
be so thick...

shovel rock-stopped dead with 
grating shriek; renev/ed lunge 
speared smooth Into good sand—

Lord, my right shoulder 
but (god) it’s good to feel 
that full shovel dropping 
into that barrel, to watch 
that mix run smooth/turn 
cream/fold and wrinkle:
Lord, look!
it’s the risen bread miracle! 

one for the Lord (undivided 
two for the Lord Jesus (God and 
three for the Lord Jesus Christ 
keep that shovel moving 
five for His blessed wounds— 

o Thomas, Thomas, I love you, 
you damn sainted fool!

Man
(Father/Son/Holy Ghost



ATimefor
Comedy
A Lecture on 
Liberal Education

William A. Darkey

I have borrowed the title of this 
lecture from a Broadway play I saw 
during World War II. As I remember the 
play—and I don’t remember it very 
weli—the characters thought the state 
of the world was far too serious to 
allow time for comedy. In the course 
of the play this opinion was corrected.

I want to maintain the thesis that 
seriousness is possible only to the 
comic spirit. And I want to urge that 
liberal education at St. John's should 
be undertaken in the spirit of comedy.
In pursuing my subject I shall want to 
talk about three worlds, the world of 
the student, the world of comedy and 
the world of the liberal arts.

So this is a lecture about worlds 
in general—and about a particular 
world, the world of the student. I 
take it upon myself to talk about the 
nature of this world because you are 
just entering it. You may already have 
begun to discover that it isn't quite 
what you expected and that in many 
particulars it is downright odd. You 
are having the experience of all world 
travellers: you have read the travel 
books and although most of what they 
said was mainly true, they have been 
silent or unclear about all sorts of 
things that now seem disconcertingly 
important. You find, for instance, 
that the college catalogue really didn't 
say anything about this or that appar
ently crucial matter. All I can say is, 
"Yes, I know. It's always that way and 
there doesn't seem to be much one can 
do about it."

I have already involved myself in 
a metaphor. I mean that I have called 
you world travellers, and of course I 
do not mean that you have had to get to 
college from your homes. I meant that 
you are now entering a quite new world, 
the world of a student of the liberal 
arts. And this is not a figure of 
speech, the one about the world. Worlds 
are not essentially a matter of space 
or time, but of words. I had better 
try to explain that.



To begin with I should say that there isn't any one world. The world 
doesn't exist for us, though no doubt it does for God in a way we can't 
understand. All of us live In a great plurality of worlds, as a moment's 
reflection upon common usage will reveal. We fundamentally think, I suppose, 
that "the world" used by itself means something, the earth and its inhabi
tants, or perhaps the cosmos at large. But we quite understand, if we 
come upon the phrase, "the world of the I Iiad," that it does not have a 
meaning primarily geographical. Still less is anything geographical in
tended if I speak of m^ private world or yours. (What is curious about 
our usage Is that the meanings we understand in the latter instances may 
seem to us metaphorical whereas in fact they are literal.)

Our experience confirms that we live in many worlds. Some of these 
worlds we hold in common with other persons, many or few; others are pri
vate, some cozily private, others horribly private. Ordinarily we can move 
with great ease from one to the other, but sometimes we get mixed up and 
inadvertently translate the words or actions appropriate to one world into 
another. The results may be comical, embarrassing, puzzling, painful, de
structive, tragic or perhaps merely irrelevant. If we discover our mistake, 
we may learn something. We may even be able to correct the mistake. 
Discoveries of this sort require above all wit. Wit and awareness of the 
possibilities of error. One hears Oliver Cromwell crying to Parliament, 
"Gentlemen, by the blood of Christ, I beseech you bethink yourselves you 
may be wrong!" Or Haemon's plea to his father for Antigone. Or Sancho 
Panza's plea that Don Quixote acknowledge manifest sheep and manifest wind
mills to be sheep and windmills.

What, then, is a world? Where? How do we get our worlds? Everyone 
knows the answer. Worlds are created. We learn all about this in the first 
verses of Genesis. "In the beginning," we are told, "(5od created the heaven 
and the earth." And this is how he did it.

And the earth was without form and void; and darkness was upon the face
of the deep. And the Spirit of (Sod moved upon the face of the waters.
And (Bod said. Let there be light: and there was light.

Worlds, you see, are created by speech. I do not mean to suggest that 
the creating word of (Bod is like our word, which would be absurd to think. 
That would be getting things quite backward. Nevertheless, even the Divine 
creative act to which no human word is adequate must be somehow worded in 
order for our minds to approach it at all. I suppose that the author of 
Genesis meant us to understand by analogy that the calling into existence 
of the existent by (Bod's creative act is something like our human act of 
calling our many worlds into existence by our words. Theologians are 
agreed that you can't use words very well to talk about God in such 
contexts—they are always totally inadequate—but this may be the best 
kind of comparison we can invent.

And we do need to invent something, since it is impossible for us to 
think at all about things for which we have no words. Such things do not 
exist for us. They are not in our worlds until we have words to call them 
to us. Then they come. We ask of an unfamiliar thing, "How do you call 
it?" God named Light and it came—or became—came to be. Several days 
later, when Adam had been given dominion over the world of nature, he



began naturalizing its citizens by naming them. Every monarch of every 
world must do as much.

Only beings who have speech live in worlds, for only they have words 
to build them, words to call them up. Edwin Muir says this very well in 
a poem cal led The Animals. In this poem he meditates upon the brute and 
speechless creatures from the point of view I have been considering, but 
of course his meditation inevitably reflects the life of that other animal 
whom Aristotle called Xoylotim(Jv.

THE ANIMALS

They do not live in the world.
Are not in time and space.
From birth to death hurled 
No word do they have, not one 
To plant a foot upon.
Were never in any place.

For with names the world was called 
Out of the empty air.
With names was built and walled.
Line and circle and square.
Dust and emerald;
Snatched from deceiving death 
By the articulate breath.

But these have never trod 
Twice the familiar track.
Never never turned back 
Into the memoried day.
Ail is new and near
In the unchanging Here
Of the fifth great day of God,
That shall remain the same.
Never shall pass away.

On the sixth day we came.

This poem seems to me particularly meaningful in our context, because 
here Muir is reflecting with candor and insight upon the act of the poet.
Now the name, "poet," as some of you know, in Greek primarily means "maker," 
one who does his work and produces something, as a shoemaker does his work 
and ends up having produced a pair of shoes. What does a poet make? We 
can of course reply, "Poems," but that is a dull redundancy that you can 
hear very well in Greek: 6 KotnTrts itoiilpaTa itoiet.

What then does the poet make? Muir has told us. Inevitably he makes 
worlds. This is his magic. For with words our worlds are made. He who 
builds structures of words makes worlds. Great poems are great worlds; 
little poems are little worlds. Great words make great worlds: the Iliad 
and Genesis for example.

At this point you may be tired of all this and say, "Look here, all 
this is very well, if you're playing with words." (And I have been, I admit



It.) "But it is not only the poet who makes structures of words," you may 
say, "We all do it, whenever we speak."

I entirely agree with this, of course. Indeed, I Insist upon it. We
are all poets In this fundamental sense. Or better, I should want to say
that the poets are only special cases of all men—very special speakers, 
that is, among a race of speakers. A sign is that no poet could ply his 
craft if he did not have a tongue in common with other men. Poets are 
special because they can make their worlds richer, fuller and more con
sistent than the rest of us can. Sometimes they can even speak with their 
own voices, which is an unusual degree of freedom, and rarely attained 
by any of us.

This, by the way, is a difference between human and Divine creation.
God thought it all up out of nothing. Human makers, both the poets and the
rest of us, have to build our constructions out of bits and scraps that are 
available to us from previous constructions. We are in the position of 
those medieval European builders who tore up the Roman roads and built 
castles of the paving stones. We build our worlds, that is to say, out of 
such previously fabricated units as are available to us. We are very 
fortunate to have such materials available; for none of us, not even Homer 
or Plato, can put together much of anything for ourselves. This is not 
surprising, since we are by nature social animals, and as far as we know, 
there has always been someone before us from whom we have gotten what we 
have.

Mythologically this has been expressed by the poets in myths such as 
that of Prometheus, who brings to human kind the specifically divine gifts 
of speech and the arts which lift them above the brute animals and cannot 
be conceived to have been created by their possessors. This is why they 
are cal led "gifts."

This can also be said in anthropological terms, though it is no 
clearer. We can say that man is a cultural animal who inherits worlds 
which have been passed on to him by means of language. The terms "culture" 
and "inheritance" suggest that a kind of vegetal and legal myth is involved.

The fact is that we seem to have no way to talk about most important 
matters except in figures of speech—fIgures that often end up implying myths, 
like this one about the "inheritance" of "culture." The mythological state
ment Is that our fathers hand on to us the possessions they have held to 
become our possessions. But culture? What is culture that It can be passed 
on like a ring for your finger? Or a house to live in? Or a plot of land 
to farm? Which is it most like? And how can It be "passed on"? I should be 
inclined to guess that it can be passed on only by being learnt. But there 
is also the question, how could it not be learnt?

I suppose that, in any case, we should agree that a culture is largely 
a matter of words. This Is what is passed on, the speech that we learn in 
all our worlds, first at our mother’s knee, the family language, then later 
the languages of the schools, of the market place, of our special fancies 
or occupations. And perhaps the languages of foreign lands and, most remark
able of all, even the languages of worlds long dead.

There are also worlds within worlds—as you in your studies will enter



the worlds of the Greek geometers or astronomers. Curiously, you will, 
for a time at least, be far more at home there than you may ever be in the 
world of 20th century astronomy.

If I am right about all this, it is clear that to be a world traveller, 
one must know how to read different languages. The art of passing from 
world to world is the art of translation. The comical or tragic errors 
that sometimes occur in passing from world to world are errors in translation.

Now translation is a very difficult art at best. Perfect translation 
is hardly ever possible. If it is ever possible, it is so in mathematics.
I am not sure that geometrical propositions can be stated algebraically with 
perfect fidelity, for example; but the results are probably more faithful 
than we can attain in getting the Iliad into English. It is a real question 
of some contemporary concern to all of us whether political opinions can be 
got on to graphs. What is the relation, if any, between politics and mathe
matics? Or to be even more perverse, between economics and mathematics?
Is there any relation at a 11? If the Iliad can't be got easily Into English, 
it can't be got into mathematics at all. Or into music. Though there are 
numbers in both poetry and music.

If, as I have tried to persuade you, worlds are really made of words, 
then different,worIds have their own grammars, each with its own accidence 
and syntax. Accidence deals principally with whatever elements there happen 
to be in a given language, while syntax tells you the rules for relating 
these elements into the smaller meaningful units. In verbal languages these 
elements are sentences; in mathematics they may be equations; in music, 
melodies, and so on. To get larger structures we have to go beyond grammar 
to logic and rhetoric.

In all of what I have been saying recently I should confess quickly that 
I have been using the word "poet" in a somewhat extended sense. By it I have 
said I mean all who construct worlds with words. And this turned out to mean 
every one of us. I then restricted the term a little more, but you will have 
observed that while I did include Homer, I also included some other world- 
makers like Ptolemy and Euclid or Johann Sebastian Bach. And 1 do think they 
too are world-makers beyond any doubt. I should like to dwell on their 
worlds a little longer, but I fear there isn't time. You might read Flatland 
though. And Alice in Wonderland. So I will turn to those poets who are 
called poets.

These seem to me to be the poets who are most like all of us, for they 
construct worlds out of words by telling stories. I mean here primarily 
the makers of epics and dramas and novels and short stories, although I think 

1 can also manage to include the lyric poets, if you absolutely insist that 
I do so. But they are most like the rest of us—like you and me—because 
we tell ourselves stories all the time, stories about ourselves and about 
others. We are constantly engaged in a first person narrative, short stories 
of ourselves and others as heroes, knaves, fools, aggressors, victims and 
clowns...though they may be fragmentary. Sometimes we go quite to pieces if 
we can't tell ourselves our story. We want to see ourselves in a story. 
Sometimes we want to be famous, that is, to have our story known to others.
This is reflected in the three persons of grammar: I, you, he. We begin at 
the first person. It is a great effort to move to the second and third persons.



an effort requiring both wit and love.

Anyway, the poets tell stories and we live them. We live stories.
But do we live our own stories, or the stories the poets have told and that 
we have heard? It is not altogether a clear matter. I think it is neither 
the one nor the other. None of you would be doing most of the things you're 
doing now, if you hadn’t read a story or heard one, or seen one on the screen, 
that showed you how. On the other hand, writers certainly watch people 
imitating stories they have read, translating them into the story of their 
own lives, often rather badly. These observations give them materials 
for new stories.

If a culture is rich and a person knows it well, he has many stories to 
help him. If his culture Is thin, or if he is seriously ignorant of it, he 
will be at a loss, with very few stories available. There are signs that 
the American people as a whole are getting along on a rather thin diet just 
now. By and large the western movie and the sexy comedy with sadistic varia
tions on either theme give us pretty much the range. Not only is this a bore, 
but it is pretty inadequate to most of anyone’s life.

Two great types of story, two archetypes, have been discovered in man’s 
long conversation about himself. These are represented by the pair of masks 
that look at one another across the stage of many theaters, the masks of 
comedy and of tragedy. Wisdom seems to suggest that the two types are ex
haustive. If a poem fails to be either, it is perhaps not an adequate mirror 
in which to view the human condition. Plato, in his story of the world’s most 
famous dinner party, goes so far as to suggest that the truest poet would be 
able to write in both modes, an assertion that had to wait 2500 years for 
proof in William Shakespeare.

I suggest that comedy and tragedy are, as it were, a pair of transcend
ental terms for considering human actions. Terms are transcendental when they 
can be truly said of anything. Such terms occur in pairs, like one and many, 
same and other, good and bad and so on. Thus one can say of any thing (except 
God) that it is one and also that it is many. A chair is one chair; but has 
many parts. It is certainly the same as the one next to it, and also different 
from it. It is good in some respects, and also bad in others. And so on.

I mean to suggest that human affairs in the same way may be seen as 
tragic and also as comic. Perhaps they themselves are in themselves neither 
the one nor the other but become so when caught in words. Perhaps it is we 
who can fit them into both patterns. Perhaps the logic of the world of 
tragedy will allow us to grasp happenings from one point of view and from 
another perhaps we can reflect them in the comic mirror. Or consider the 
masks. Who wears them? The convention is that it is the actor in the 
drama who wears the mask for us to see. The mask reveals him to us. And 
so it may well be that it is the dramatic poet who presents to us an image 
of human life and fits it out with such features that we see it now one 
way, now the other. Perhaps the two complement one another, as Socrates 
said. Perhaps, as with all transcendental terms, if we are to see things 
with minimum distortion, we must be able to see how each of the pair of 
opposites is truly affirmed of its subject.

This might mean, for instance, that tragedies and comedies could be



translated back and forth, harmonized In different modes as it were, as 
major and minor.

This seems empirically to be a possibility. For one thing, comedies and 
tragedies sometimes do not differ very much in their fundamental plots.
As You Like It and The Tempest are buiIt on plots about the betrayaI of 
brothers and usurpation of kingship, as are Hamlet, and Lear. As You Like It 
and Othello are both love stories. Whatever difference there is (and there 
is a grand difference) does not seem to be in the plot. We see that one 
could perhaps translate the plot of one play Into the other mode.

Another empirical sign of the similarity is that the distinction 
occasionally seems to be difficult to draw in particular cases. Is 
Don Quixote comic or tragic? I do not say that the question is impossible 
to answer, merely that it is not entirely simple. One could ask the same 
of Oedipus at Colonus. And what about Plato’s tetralogy on the death 
of Socrates? Why is the Comedy of Dante Alighieri so called? I think there 
are possible and excellent answers to these questions, but they are not 
so simple to deal with.

The first characteristic of comedy I want to mention is the withdrawal 
with which comedies seem inevitably to begin. The hero and the heroine, or 
both, leave their accustomed worlds, and, going away, enter other worlds. 
Often they go on a journey, and this is the simplest device, a literal with
drawal. We see it in the Odyssey where Odysseus leaves the Mediterranean 
world and enters the other worlds of Aeolus, Circe, (iJalypso, even Hades 
itself. In Aristophanes’ Birds two ordinary Athenians, Pithetairos and 
Euelpides, leave a war-ridden Athens and go to CloudviIle-on-Cooloo. 
Prospero’s island in The Tempest is clear off any map. In As You Like It 
everyone ends up in the Forest of Arden where the exiled Duke and his coUrt 
live as people did in the Golden Age. Dante journeys into realms beyond 
all worlds. Don Quixote and Tom Jones leave the worlds of their villages 
and venture more prosaically into by-ways and highroads of Spain and England 
which are new to them. LysI strata and her recruits do not venture on a 
journey exactly, but they abandon their households and fortify themselves 
on the Acropolis. All are withdrawals Into other worlds, where, as Homer 
says of Odysseus, they ’’see the cities of many men and learn their minds.”

The comic hero, I say, finds himself in a situation that is in some
sense intolerable, and he is compelled by necessity of one sort or another 
to withdraw from it. This is the opening gambit of the comic fate.

It is very different from what happens in tragedy. Its polar opposite.
In tragedy the hero finds himself enmeshed in a situation that is also 
intolerable, but he cannot excape from it by going away. He is locked into 
his world and he can only wait and suffer. He cannot even realistically 
conceive of leaving. AchiIles thinks of going home, but we and the gods and 
probably Achilles know that this is not a real alternative for him.

In tragedy, even if literal journeys take place, and they do, such jour
neys provide no remove from the fatal situation. Oedipus leaves Cbrinth to 
flee his tragedy and finds It waiting in Thebes. Othello sails from Venice 
to 0/prus carrying the whole world of his tragedy with him. Such journeys



in tragedy do not signify the withdrawal we find in comedy. The essen
tially tragic withdrawal we see is Achilles’ withdrawal into his tent. It 
is a withdrawal out of the world of men into the isolation of the self.
The comic withdrawal, however, in the main is not a lonely one. Indeed, It 
is a kind of expansion of the hero’s world in which he leaves the confines 
of his own narrow village and goes forth into the great world to look around 
and breathe.

If tragedy and comedy differ with respect to space, they differ also 
with respect to time. In tragedy there is no time. Events compress them
selves, Interlock so tightly there Is no time to stop and think, no time 
to explore alternatives.

The world of comedy is open, spacious and leisurely. Here all of space 
is open to wander In and there is all of time to do it. For Odysseus, indeed, 
there is so much time it is a burden to him. (The time of the Odyssey covers 
ten years, that of the I Iiad fifty-one days.) Don Quixote and Tom Jones 
are never in a hurry. No one much wants to leave the Forest of Arden, not 
even the exiled Duke. Dante, indeed, seems to have a pretty exacting schedule 
to keep, and Vergil does occasionally press him to hurry; but at last the 
fastest motion becomes effortless and he ends up by transcending time alto
gether.

In comedy there is always enough time for leisure. This Is reflected 
in the incidents of comedy. Comic incidents are never tightly interlocked 
like those of tragedy, but tend instead to be loosely episodic, unrelated and 
often accidental. If one tries to give an account of what happens in a par
ticular comedy, he is often left with an odd sense that nothing much happened 
at all. After a lot of crazy coincidences the boy and the girl get married 
and that’s pretty much the story.

But there is something that does go on in all comedy. This essential 
thing is talk. In between the episodes there is talk about the episodes.
As we read Don Quixote we are less interested in what strange things the hero 
does than in the conversations he has about them. For comedy is speculative, 
self-conscious in a sense; it is always talking about itself. Odysseus tells 
story after story about himself, and we listen and hope for more. Rosalind 
taIks and talks, and we Iisten with delight and, I’m afraid, with a fooIish 
smile, because we know ahead of time what she’s going to say and do. It’s 
only that she talks so well.

This capacity of comedy for talk seems limitless, even outrageous.
Don Quixote and Tom Jones take time out in the middle of the long narratives 
about the principal protagonists to tell long stories about other characters 
met casually in the course of the main story. And, indeed. In Don Quixote 
a number of chapters are occupied by the Curate’s simply reading aloud a 
story he happens to find in an old suitcase. An immense proportion of the 
Divine Comedy is occupied with conversation about—not Dante or Beatrice 
or Vergil—but about the souls seen along the route. In comedy there is 
time for conversation about everything in the world. Almost nothing seems 
irrelevant. Everything can be talked about.

The withdrawal is for the sake of conversation—or at least provides 
the occasion for it. So the comic hero is never isolated. He always 
finds someone to talk to.



I said earlier that as a comedy begins the hero is compelled to with
draw from a situation he finds intolerable. One way to say what is 
intolerable about the situation is that real conversation, for one reason or 
another, has become impossible. In As You Like It the usurping Duke will 
not hear Rosalind's perfectly true declarations of her loyalty and Oliver 
will not hear Orlando's arguments that he should be treated like a brother. 
Mr. Alworthy will not talk to Tom Jones. Don Quixote’s friends and neigh
bors won't hear his words seriously, but dismiss him as a madman. And so 
on.

Thus, the comic hero, unlike his tragic counterpart, tends to be a 
social man desiring conversation. Comic heroes, therefore, simply must have 
friends and companions, because they need someone to talk to about the world, 
what they see in it and what they think and feel about it. This is why 
Don Quixote goes back for Sancho, and it is why Dante must have Vergil and 
Beatrice. They need someone on whom to test their ideas, someone with whom 
to share their speculation. This, of course, produces, as talk always does, 
both understanding and misunderstanding.

There is talk in tragedy, to be sure, but not real conversation. Hamlet, 
the most talkative of tragic heroes, does not converse very much, even with 
Horatio, who might seem to be there almost for this purpose alone. Hamlet’s 
speculative thoughts are solitary, his famous soliloquies. Oedipus does 
not converse with Tiresias, nor Creon with Haemon. Neither does Socrates, 
the master conversationalist, manage to talk with the Athenians at his trial. 
Instead he talks to us. In tragic situations words baffle and conceal; they 
confuse; they are aggressive acts, assertions of passion, not conversations. 
Tragic discoveries come about through the suffering of the hero, who finds 
himself isolated from human fellowship. The isolation of the hero and the 
impossibIiIity of conversation are as essential to tragedy as companionship 
and constant conversation are to comedy.

Comic discoveries generally come about through words. The consequence 
is that in comedy there are always teachers and learners. I think of Don 
Quixote teaching Sancho, of Vergil’s and Beatrice’s undisguised lectures 
to Dante. I think of Rosalind teaching Orlando, that ignorant fellow, what 
it means to love a woman like herself.

Again to make the tragic contrast, consider those great persuaders, 
Odysseus and Phoinix, who with Ajax make up the embassy to Achilies.
Achilles cannot learn from them. And indeed, the agony of the tragic situa
tion is that there seem to be no guides, no one to ask, no one to trust.

What do they talk about in the world of comedy? What do the teachers 
teach? Everyone knows the answer, I think. They talk about everything in 
the world, and in the end the single subject is love.

When I say that the single subject of comedy is love, I mean first 
of ail, and in the simplest sense, that comedies tend to be love stories.
The hero and heroine are in love with one another, and the course of the 
story in the broadest terms is undoubtedly the story of how they met, fell 
in love, were separated and their love tested, how they found one another 
again and were married and lived happily ever after. Complex variations on



this theme do, of course, occur. But the structure underlies not only 
As You Like It and Tom Jones but the Odyssey and Dante’s Comedy and even,
I think, Don Quixote.

I began my consideration of comedy by pointing out that the opening 
gambit is the withdrawal of the hero from an intolerable situation. Later 
I connected this with the loquacity of comedy by saying that the situations 
from which the heroes and heroines withdraw are situations in which con
versation has become impossible. To consider the matter now in terms of 
love, it is obvious that the comic opening can also be seen to originate 
from a situation in which love is lacking. Again, many variations are 
possible. We may have a situation like that at the opening of As You Like 
J_t where there is positive hatred and injustice. Or we may have the insuf
ficient loves of Odysseus or Dante.

My point is that the comic withdrawal is usually from a situation in 
which love has failed. The course of the comedy in these terms is the dis
covery, or the rediscovery, of love. And it has to begin with the love of 
someone for someone. Love cannot be general.

The logic of what I have said forces the conclusion that love stories 
are mostly talk. And that is quite true. Courtship—what goes on before 
marriage—is mostly talk. In comedies—in poetic representations, I mean— 
the hero and the heroine must be witty and clever, or we should never be 
able to endure their talk. Nothing is more boring than the talk of the 
average pair of lovers. But the lovers themselves are never bored. In
deed, if they are, they cease to be lovers almost at once.

What do lovers talk about? Everything in the world. And they are 
never bored, because everything in the world to them seems wonderful. This 
transformation of the commonplace into the wonderful—or better, the sud
den revelation of the wonderful in the commonplace—is what love produces. 
Miranda in The Tempest exclaims

0 wonder!
How many goodly creatures are there here!
How beauteous mankind is! 0 brave new world
That has such people in it.

This is the exclamation of all lovers whose loves transform or reveal 
the wonder of alI there is in the world. And it is, therefore, also the 
exclamation of that very special lover, the lover of wisdom, whose name 
is ’'philosopher," and whose profession, we are told, begins, like Miranda’s, 
In wonder, in wonder at all there is. The philosopher, like the poet, 
goes on to try to construct worlds with words to catch and hold and look 
at and think about the wonders he has found.

Wonder, like love, which it always accompanies, is a spiritual event. 
For wonder arrests one, interrupts one in the ordinary business of his 
life, so that he stops doing anything and looks and thinks and talks.
Maybe the talk turns Into a poem—or a philosophy.



In any event in the first moment of wonder, one stops—and looks, 
simply looks. A wonderful thing is seen as simply good in itself. It is 
not seen as being good for anyth!ng, although it may be. This is the new 
perspective that illuminates one's worlds and transforms them.

The ordinary worlds we live in, our everyday worlds, our practical 
worlds, are worlds of interests. We do this or that, we choose this or 
that, for the sake of something else we conceive to be to our interest.
This means that the things of our world, and even the persons, are likely 
to be related to us as means. They are things in which we have a vested 
interest, our own or someone else's good as we conceive it.

But in the moment of wonder we shed our interests and see things in a 
new light. We see things by themselves, and, for a moment at least, we are 
in something like a state of innocence. Like Miranda, we wonder at the good
ness of things in themselves without thought of how they may serve or im
pede our interests. Lovers, poets, philosophers and saints can sometimes, 
and for a little while, escape the world of means and withdraw into the 
kingdom of ends. For "all men desire to know."

Such a withdrawal, I believe, is the deeper meaning of the comic 
withdrawal, the comic abandonment of the ordinary world. At least it is 
so in the highest comedy. It is one of the reasons for laughter which 
Thomas Hobbes so wonderfully defines as ''sudden glory," and it truly is a 
glory, because once we have abandoned our own interests and attachments, we 
can laugh at what we see in the new light. We can even laugh at ourselves. 
Indeed we must. This is withdrawal into the kingdom of ends.

The Forest of Arden is one symbol of such innocence. It is Eden Gar
den. And I think It is ardent, that is, burning with love.

Now comedies are courtships, and courtships end with marriage. So 
comedies end with marriage. How are we to understand the marriage that 
concludes the comedy? It is, I think, the symbolical return to the situation 
from which the hero withdrew in the first place. Love has been somehow re
stored, however improbably. A mystery is involved here, and we had better 
look at it and fry to talk about it, without trying to explain it away.

As a sign of the mystery, the denouement of a comedy seems always to be 
improbable and accidental, consequent upon coincidences. At the same time 
it is inevitable. We have known all along what is going to happen. We 
know that Rosalind will marry Orlando, and Miranda, Ferdinand, as surely, 
perhaps more surely, than we know that Oedipus or Othello will be destroyed. 
As we watch Othello, we hope the inevitable will not happen; but as we 
watch Orlando and Rosalind we rejoice in the inevitable. We consent to 
and urge the marriage. Why do we feel this way? It seems to me to mean 
that we have a deep instinct for comic fate, perhaps deeper than for tragic 
fate.

Maybe each of us has, like Achilles, twin fates, comic and tragic. Per
haps the twin masks that hang on the proscenium arch are for us to choose be
tween from time to time, as we tell ourselves the stories of what we are doing



or have done, as one or the other seems appropriate to our role. For we alter
nate roles: Oedipus and Jocasta, Othello and Desdemona, after all, once cele
brated their marriage rites.

When we speak of fates in this context, 1 think we mean to acknowledge 
that a certain mysterious order, very hard to state except by telling the 
stories of the lives of men and women, underlies and directs human affairs, 
rendering them fundamentally similar, however widely they may differ in their 
particulars.

To speak of comic fate seems to me meaningful. Comic fate, I think, 
regards each person as subject to a guiding order that is fundamentally benevo
lent, a fate which does not use him according to his deserts, "but God's 
bodikin man, much better!" The fundamental delight we feel in comedy is 
perhaps our rejoicing in the discovery, or rediscovery, that fate can be 
kind as well as malevolent.

If I seem sentimental, I have badly missed my mark. Nothing is less 
sentimental than true comedy. 1 mean simply to observe the fact that most 
of us, much of the time, are the recipients of benefits we couldn't 
conceivably have contrived ourselves. To deny this is mere sentimental 
cynicism and self-pity. Orlando doesn't deserve a girl like Rosalind and 
couldn't possibly have got her for himself. For that matter, who can 
in honesty say that he deserves to be loved at all? That he has earned it?
Or contrived it for himself? Even Prospero, who can contrive all sorts of 
wonders, cannot finally bring it about that Miranda and Ferdinand will fall 
in love. He has to Iet it happen. Our awareness of comic fate as a 
mysterious benevolent power explains, I think, why we are not disappointed 
or offended by the coincidences that carry a comedy along and at the happy 
accidents that we are willing to admit as resolutions, however wildly 
improbable they may be.

The marriage at the end of high comedy ritually signifies the hero's 
return to the human life of institutions, the reconciliation of the indivi
dual with his society and his assent to the conditions of life in society. 
Marriage is the most adequate symbol for this return to the life of insti
tutions because it is the basis of all our other institutions. Not only 
this but more, if is felt to be so. It is basically affirmed by most of 
us to be a good thing, which is why we can celebrate weddings. (There 
aren't many things we can still celebrate, but weddings, yes. This we can 
still do.) It is only deeply felt goods that we can celebrate. I think 
this is why Plato says that no celebration is possible unless the gods are 
present. Perhaps we do, even now, acknowledge Hymen, and Hera and Hestia.

1 have said that the marriage at the end of high comedy is the sign of 
the hero's return to society and the institutions from which he withdrew.
His return is, therefore, a kind of return to humanity, for humanity can
not carry on its business very long without the help of institutions. In
deed, that is what institutions are—the ways men and women have of carry
ing on their human affairs. It is by institutions that human beings are 
prevented from becoming beasts, hence our myths of the divine origin of our 
institutions. But institutions really work well only when we can find the 
gods in them.



When the gods leave, or to put the matter another way, when our insti
tutions begin to break down and we can no longer give them our assent, we 
feel ourselves to be dehumanized by the institutions themselves. The insti
tutions seem to us outrageous, a violation of our persons rather than a 
means of fulfilling them. We are feeling this way in our society today.
The industries that provide us with the necessities of life, our government, 
our courts, our police, our educational system—all these and many others 
are beginning to seem outrageous and ineffectual.

Worst of all, language itself seems to be increasingly inadequate to 
human intercourse. If I v/as right at the beginning of the lecture in saying 
that we build our worlds with words, our worlds begin to fall apart when 
words fail us.

Words strain.
Crack and sometimes break, under the burden.
Under the tension, slip, slide, perish.
Decay with imprecision, will not stay In place.
Will not stay still. Shrieking voices 
Scolding, mocking, or merely chattering.
Always assaiI them.

Thus T. S. Eliot In 1935.

Another author writes:

Words had to change their ordinary meanings and to take that which 
was now given them. Reckless audacity came to be considered the 
courage of a loyal ally; prudent hesitation, specious cowardice; 
moderation was held to be a cloak of unmanliness; ability to see 
a I I sides of a question inaptness to act on any. Frantic violence 
became the attribute of manliness; ...

Thucydides wrote this in about 415 b.c. We could speak similarly.

Our language is glutted with unsavory euphemisms iike "pacification" 
which means the devastation of villages; "national defense" which means 
building up the means of aggression; "foreign aid" which means paying for 
foreign bases, supplying arms to foreign governments and buying allies. 
Conversation is no longer considered a practicabie means of teach
ing and learning, and we are told to look instead to the mass media as a 
substitute. Imagine the heights to which Athens might have risen if they 
could have put Socrates on television—with the circuits open or closed.

Let me remind you that I have been talking of these matters because 
they seem to me to be of crucial relevance to the lives of students of the 
liberal arts. Yours is, to put the matter frankly, a lonely profession— 
almost as lonely as that of the Gentleman of La Mancha with whom you have 
so much in common. You are certainly anomalous and maybe you are anachron
istic. Let me describe you.

Your profession is to be an explorer of worlds—worlds possible and 
worlds actual. The worlds in which you travel have been built of words.



and your techniques of exploration are the liberal arts, the arts of un
derstanding the symbols with which worlds have been built. These arts and 
disciplined wonder and the cultivation of your capacity to talk with your 
feI Iows.

I have meant to suggest that your enterprise as students is most truly 
imaged in the world of high comedy. This world Is notable for the unend
ing conversation that occupies those friends who inhabit it. They are 
friends because they share a common love of truth and the conviction that 
even if that truth is not in any ultimate way attainable, it is nevertheless 
very beautiful and worth the seeking and terribly worth talking about, ter
ribly worth praising.

The persons of this drama must have the wit to see themselves and the 
grace to laugh at their own follies and pretenses in the sudden glory of 
the comic recognition.

To enter the world of the student you must, like the persons of any 
comedy, withdraw from the ordinary world of action and of useful work. But 
you do not, like those persons, withdraw into the Forest of Arden. Instead 
you go to a school, into a very special institution. A school is in fact 
an institution invented by some god—maybe Pallas Athene. ''School" derives 
from a Greek word, oxwXii, which means fundamentally "leisure," "freedom from 
necessary or useful labor"; or a work produced in such leisure, as a learn
ed dissertation; and finally, as with us, the place where lectures like this 
one were given. In Greek, "to go to school" is aga_i_n^ axwXeUv, to pursue 
leisure. Thus such works, as your studies here, or perhaps as this lec
ture, belong to that class of things which were called bona non utiIia sed 
honesta, "goods not useful but honorable nevertheless."

Let me be quite clear what that does not mean. It does not mean that 
you are tired and need leisure in the sense of recreation. Neither does it 
mean that you will learn and practice here as preparatory exercises those 
skills that you will presently take with you back into the world to prac
tice in real earnest. And it certainly does not mean that the liberal arts 
curriculum is a gigantic game of Whiffenpoof designed to provide you with 
a universal training that will guarantee you success in any circumstance 
you may later encounter. To claim such a thing would be simple-minded 
sophistry, mere one-ups-manship in the intercollegiate game of procuring 
freshmen.

I dwell on this becuase it seems to me that loyal and enthusiastic 
St. Johnnies, driven to the wall by the asaults of their pre-professional 
friends, often end up claiming to be new Leonardos in the making. This ^
worries me, because they might come to view themselves as failures when 
they don’t turn out that way. And they don't.

If you are willing to forego the cruder demands of the view that ed
ucation is a preparation for life, that is, earning your living, you are still 
part of your society, and it is a society in which a multitude of things des
perately need amelioration—war, poverty, hunger, over-population, racial 
injustice, the inner city, pollution of air and water and so on. Can any 
concerned person decently withdraw from all of this and study Euclid and 
Ptolemy of all things? Can any concerned person responsibly withdraw into 
an ivory tower?



I put these questions as sharply as I can, because they will—and 
should—gnaw at you while you are here. At least they will if you are 
serious students. And some of you, I don’t know how many of you, but some 
certainly, will answer the question in the negative and will, with a 
troubled heart, leave this college.

A "school" in the radical sense—and St. John’s is a school in this sense, 
or tries to be—is curiously, indeed almost paradoxically, an institution 
set up, or anyway, permitted, by a society for the express purpose of making 
it possible for men and women to withdraw from the useful work of that 
society in order to pursue leisure. Free societies permit and encourage the 
existence of such institutions in their midst, because they think that in 
the end the freedom of the society itself springs from the intellectual 
freedom of the institutions within it. It is for this reason, and for this 
reason alone, that the doctrine of academic freedom was ever enunciated: 
to maintain freedom of inquiry in the midst of society as the source of its 
free institutions. This is why schools have been instituted. It is why 
Pallas Athene invented them.

But just as students worry about whether they shouldn’t be learning a 
marketable skill, or just as a worldly lover (I use the word loosely) cal
culates his wife’s income, so societies are greatly tempted to subvert their 
free institutions of learning. The temptation is to try to harness the in
stitutions and to see if they can be made to "advance" the society toward 
the currently accepted goals. This is society’s version of the question,
"But what will he do with a liberal education?"

Our society is now exerting such pressures on its colleges and uni
versities with spectacular success. The success is great, because the in
stitutions themselves have become confused, and, having forgotten their 
own nature and dignity, have rushed with indecent haste to put on their 
working harness and start pulling. They make love to the employment, and 
there is hardly one that is not ready at the flash of a government contract 
to throw itself into research on any project that somebody in Washington 
thinks would be well to have information about in case the Russians or the 
Chinese or somebody else does something. It is good to feel free at last, 
good to be out of that musty old ivory tower.

All of this has had remarkable results. Ordinary professors have, to 
their own delight and that of their institutions, become men of affairs who 
know their way around government offices. Some have even become millionaires 
in their spare time from teaching, so to speak, by selling their talents to 
private industry. University administrations can now boast of the success
ful business men on their faculties as they used to boast of famous scholars 
and even more anciently of great teachers. University presidents now sit 
on the boards of great corporations. Ivory tov/ers are getting very hard 
to find.

The trouble with this happy picture is that intellectual freedom is 
being discarded along with the towers, and education is grinding to a halt. 
Freedom is being treated as if political doubletalk could name it. We speak 
of the "free world" and talk as if its preservation depends on inventing 
ways to kill off the other half If somebody in authority decides that is 
the way to go about it. Education is whatever goes on in the classrooms— 
a great good to which everyone theoretically should have the right.



The pity of It is that the point has been missed all around. What 
is really needed is to reestablish the conception of a college of teaching 
and learning, a place for debate and discovery. The colleges and univer
sities need to get themselves unhitched from the cart of utility and once 
more become schools. They need to abandon business and to pursue leisure.

You here must not worry in the midst of your studies what they are 
good for. When you examine most of your activities here and ask ''What is 
the use of doing this?", you will find yourself forced to say, "It isn't 
of any use at all," and you will feel embarrassed. But the answer is un
avoidable. For Liberal education is one of those bona non utilia sed 
honesta, one of those good things that are not useful yet worthy.

Such things are not so rare in your life as you might think at first. 
What's the use of loving anyone? What's the use of praying? No use at all, 
but good for all that. And if you reply that you feel better for doing them, 
I answer, "Yes, but you can't possibly do any of them in order to feel 
better." Feeling better comes as a kind of overflow from an act that has to 
be done for itseIf, and that would be done for itself, even if it didn't 
make you feel better.

It is so with liberal education. You cannot truly pursue leisure in 
order to further business. It requires an act of faith to believe, as our 
tradition holds, that the pursuit of intellectual freedom in educational 
institutions can be the source of freedom in society. The faith seems to 
me essentially that the benevolent fate of comedy will reduce our per
nicious nonsense to laughter and consecrate the intellectual freedom of 
even a little leisure to good ends that we cannot foresee or contrive for 
ourselves. For if it works, that's the way it works.
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"Get thee glass eyes
And, like a scurvy politician, seem
To see the things thou dost not."

—King Lear
IV, iv, 186-188

Foreword to the reader:

It was not my original intention 
that this letter be published, but 
since so many false accounts have been 
given concerning my correspondence 
with M. Descartes, and so many people 
have requested a true account of our 
lettered conversation, I feel that 
publication is only in order. There 
are a few minor points which need to 
be clarified, however.

First, Monsieur Descartes wrongly 
accuses me of cal ling him "an arrogant 
bastard," as anyone reading this letter 
can plainly see. We have a saying in 
this country that "the guilty dog barks 
first," and "there is at least as much 
reality in the cause as in its effects. 
Enough has been said.

Secondly, I never said that only 
money-changers are concerned with 
mathematics. I myself have numbered 
the pages in my own books, admired a 
windmill built on the principles of 
right triangles, and followed Thomas's 
a priori arguments. I certainly be
lieve in the clarity of these opera
tions.

Finally, it is not true that 
Descartes answered my letter with the 
equation:

DQ = KeRF + KeL

The truth is that the only reply I 
received was a single line: "You do 
not understand." A friend was with 
me when the letter came. When he saw 
the reply he laughed, and sighed, and 
finally spoke: "Well, as the blind man 
once expressed it, 'We shall see.'"

Here in my country we have another 
saying: "Nuances are never nuisances." 

—M. de C. S.



To the honorable Monsieur Descartes;

I have searched desperately these last few weeks to find the argument 
proper for disputing the epistemological system you describe. I hoped to 
corner you within the seemingly necessary antecedent to ”1 think, therefore 
I am," namely, "I perceive that I think, therefore I am"; I sought in vain 
to dispute the system of doubting to which you subscribe; I attempted to 
accuse you of falsely attributing to rationality the certainty which might 
properly belong more to the senses or to pure intuition. But in the midst 
of these attempts, I remembered a statement of our dear Thomas. He talks 
of the two men seeking discourse; if they can agree on one principle, then 
argument is possible, but if they cannot agree even on that one premise, 
the one can only answer the other.

This is my predicament, for I must submit to your premises before 
I can argue with you. I must thus attempt to explain why that submission 
is impossible, and offer a perhaps more encompassing horizon from which 
to begin viewing our lives. And hopefully, a view of our respective 
horizons will enable us to better understand the nature of this "knowledge" 
we are seeking, so that our experience may be "known" more vitally.

A philosopher must first admit that he belongs to that group still 
seeking the philosopher's stone which will turn our base lives into gold. 
Even you must admit that the end of alI study must be to direct our mind 
towards the enunciation of sound judgements of all matters. But if philo
sophy is to remain a "love of wisdom," then it must encompass, nay, even 
caress the antinomies between creature and creation, between the cause- 
effect explanation of experience and the meaning of that experience, be
tween the knowledge of things and the nature which underlies them. You 
have excluded such unity with the assurance that the rational mind is 
not only capable of knowing all, but is the measure of all; you have in
sisted that when we ask "why?*,* mathematical method can assure certainty 
of all truth when indeed it can only formulate experience rather than 
find meaning within it.

Perhaps I can grant that certainty as you define it exists within 
the limits of your method, yet I can never say that the judgements you 
make will embrace the whole of me or in any way help to clarify the best 
way for me to live. You are too busy listing truths, Mssr. Descartes, to 
feel a necessity to find a livable truth. You state that the sciences 
taken all together are identical with human wisdom, yet the term has been 
mocked. Wisdom has bowed to the expedience of logical knowledge, and an 
ethic may never emerge.

You see, sir, that by subtly making "natural" synonymous with 
"logical," man no longer feels the necessity to make a distinction between 
knowledge and wisdom. He has at that moment lost the divine element in 
his contemplation, and thus has no need to seek a "higher" livable truth.
By positing God as a logical necessity in the system of formulating pheno
mena rather than understanding Him as a substantial principle in the 
nature of the world, man’s retelling of experience becomes the cause- 
effect syndrome of logical consequences, and thus can never be explained 
as meaningful, as a process of learning which will guide his action.
There is nothing within your explanations to necessitate a vision of 
love or beauty.



Perhaps none of this matters in your world view; God has his rightful 
place as creator and non-deceiver, and man can take over from there. No 
doubt you laugh at my naive desires to be reminded of the beautiful. But 
in considering the various horizons of premises, we must admit that man 
may take a view of himself from at least two perspectives. He may place 
himself as the rational center of the universe, graciously allowing Nature 
to conform to his perfect reason, or he may see himself as part of the 
whole, as only a portion of the perfection of creation. It Is this second 
viewpoint towards which I lean.

Man is a rational creature, you insist, and I certainly agree. Any 
tethered knowledge must involve the mind. But man also seeks to be im
mortal, to surpass the imperfection which the myth of the Fall has right
fully attributed to him. And though you may claim that from the rational 
center man can approach perfection, it is hard to see this desire to 
transcend necessarily arising from a system of mathematical proof which 
presupposes its own validity. Wisdom, insofar as it seeks to better judge 
and guide men’s actions, requires the notion of imperfection, and insists 
that reason not confuse its purpose by merely delineating the world ac
cording to its own design, but that it must seek "best" actions; the 
attributes we admit to God are not merely logical necessities springing 
from our ideas, but real models we seek to understand and imitate. How 
much different from yours is the exposition of our relationship to God by 
Mssr. Leibniz! "The general knowledge of this great truth that God acts 
always in the most perfect and most desirable manner possible, is in my 
opinion the basis of the love which we owe to God in all things;" he says, 
"for he who loves seeks his satisfaction in the felicity or perfection of 
the subject loved and in the perfection of his actions."

To realize God’s perfection is to love Him, and by loving Him, we 
seek to be as similar to Him as possible. And even in our considerably 
imperfect comprehension of God, we know that reason is not His sole per
fection, but that He acts perfectly as well, and thus must be infinitely 
wise. So from this horizon our contemplation has found a guidepost for 
action which acknowledges our imperfections, but allows us to approach 
immortality by conforming to Divine Wisdom.

I hear you laughing again. Monsieur. You feel that 1 am simple, 
that I am exaggerating a dichotomy of world-views which does not really 
exist. You say that love, beauty, humility do have a place in the world, 
but that you are only concerned with those things we can know clearly and 
distinctly.

A clown. Monsieur, stresses his painted features so that one may 
better understand the situation he portrays. The danger in agreeing 
with you is that one may forget those higher affinities in seeking modes 
of living. There is no necessity in your method for remembering their 
importance. We may become so preoccupied with clear and distinct truths 
that we forget to seek wisdom and allow science the only claim to truth.
We may forget. Monsieur, that prior to being axiom-makers we are living, 
acting men.

I must at this point suggest that the enmity which you and others 
project towards fable and metaphor is mistaken. You claim that these must 
lead to false imaginations and conclusions, yet it is now my turn to



insist on things which are clear to me. Metaphor and myth are the only 
shorthand for meaningfully expressing experience.

Experience is not simply formulable, a mundane set of actions capable 
of statistical analysis. On the contrary, experience teems, is charged 
with meaning, is capable of allowing a higher order of nature and of our 
actions there to be understood. Mathematics seeks a discerning language, 
but metaphor and myth use language to allow experience to stand up so that 
its meaning may reveal itself. You accuse them of distraction without 
seeing the focus they insist. Can you not see that metaphor the ex
perience, that that vitality is not graspable by a systematic metaphysic 
but must come from men’s actions themseIves? And who but the poet cal Is 
those actions to attention so that they may be seen? It is sad. Monsieur, 
terribly sad, that as long as your world-view persists the blind shall 
indeed be leading the blind.

I hope that my brief letter has not ruined your dinner. Monsieur 
Descartes. But inevitably in life we come upon a lake of hot pitch, and 
out of curiosity and the endeavor to ennoble ourselves we dive straight 
down into its heat. I do not want you, sir, to see only the burning 
blackness it contains, but to see there also the glorious stuff dreams 
are made on.

May God deal pleasantly with you.

Yr*>l j r* c: r"\/ la rs4*

Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra
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Friedrich Klopstock
translated by
Charles G. Bell The Rose Wreath

I found her shadowed with the spring 
i bound her with a wreath of roses; 
She felt it not; she lay in sleep.

I looked at her; my being hung 
With that look upon her being; 
r fe11 it a 11, but did not know.

And yet I murmured without speech 
And rustled in the wreath of roses. 
Until her eyes opened from sleep.

She looked at me; her being hung 
With that look upon my being.
And round us was Elysium.

The Early Graves

Welcome, silver moon, beautiful 
Si lent companion of the night;
You wander away; stay with us, friend of thought. 
Look, the moon stays, only the clouds hurry by.

Nothing but the waking of May 
Is fairer than the summer night —
May, when with clustering locks all drenched with dew 
And flushed with morning to the hill he would come.

Nobler friends of the past, your graves 
Are already heavy with moss.
Happy the time when I could behold with you 
The red flush of dawn, the night a silver glow.



Meister Alexander
c. 1300
Strawberry Song 
translated by 
Charles G. Bell

Hie vor do wir kinder waren 
und diu zTt was in den j§ren 
daz wir liefen uf die wisen 
her von jenen wider ze disen, 
d§ wir under stunden vtol wunden 
d9 siht man nu rinder bisen.

Ich gedenk wol daz wir sazen 
in den bluomen unde mazen 
welch diu schoenest mohte sTn. 
d6 schein unser kintlich schTn 
mit dem niuwen kranze zuo dem tanze. 
a Isus g©t diu zTt von hin.

Wir enpfiengen alle masen 
gestern, dS wir erber lasen; 
daz was uns ein kintlich spiI 
do erhSrten wir s6 viI 
unsern hirte ruofen unde wuofen 
'kinder, hie g§t siangen vil*.

Ez gienc ein kint in dem krute, 
daz erschrac und rief vil iQte 
'kinder, hie lief en slang Tn, 
der beiz unser gfeterlTn; 
daz enheilet nimmer, er muoz immer 
sOren under unsaelic sTn.'

Wizzet ir daz vunf juncfrouwen 
sich versumten in den ouwen 
unz der kunic den sal besl6z? 
ir klag unde ir schade was grSz; 
wande die stocwarten von in zarten 
daz si stuenden kleider biSz.'



Long ago when we were chiIdren here.
Some other time, some other year.
And we ran across the meadows 
As swift as cloud shadows.
And gathered violets, hours on hours.
Where horned herds graze among the flowers—

I remember how we sat
Culling blossoms, and would debate
Which of them all was the fairest.
Which was dearest.
As we plaited garlands for our childhood 
To dance In the wild wood.

Picking berries on that ground 
We were marred with stains like wounds.
To us it seemed a childish play.
Although we heard men say—
Our own shepherds warning, calling—
"Go back, children; here snakes are crawling."

A child walked deep in the grass;
In fear we heard his cry of loss:
"Children, beware, the snake is here;
He has bit our own playfere;
That wound they say will never heal;
He is accursed and will be still."

Did you know five virgins delayed 
So long in the meadow where they played 
That the bridegromm closed the hall?
For a 11 their plaint and call.
The bailiff stripped them of their bright gowns. 
And left them naked to their wounds.

F. K. FI i nn





Heidegger: The 
Question About 
Technique’
Part 2 ^

translated by Frank K.Flinn

Where did we go astray? We are 
asking about technique and we arrive at 
dXti-&eta, at deconcea I i ng. What does the 
essence of technique have to do with de
concea ling? Answer: everything. For 
every bringing-forth-here is grounded in 
deconceaiing. The iatter gathers to 
itself the four modes of letting-be- 
causality—and pervades them. To its 
reaim belong goal and means, belong the 
instrumental. This obtains as the basic 
structure of technique. If we ask, step 
by step, what technique, represented as 
means, is in itself, we are led to de
concea ling, in it is rooted the pos
sibility of all production.

Technique, therefore, is not merely 
means. Technique is a mode of deconcealing. 
If we pay close attention, then a totally 
different realm opens itself to us with 
respect to the being of technique. It is 
the realm of deconceaIing, i.e., of truth- 
ness CWahrheitH.

This insight strikes us as strange.
It should do so, and should do so as long 
and as insistently as possible until we 
finally take In earnest the straight
forward question as to what the name 
"technique” says. The word derives from 
Greek. Tcxvimov means that which belongs 
to T^xvn. We must pay close attention 
to two aspects with regard to the mean
ing of this word. At one and the same 
time T^xvn is not only the name for manual 
activity and ability but also for the fine 
arts. T^xvn belongs to bringing-forth- 
here, to Ttot'nots; it is something poetic.

The other aspect worthy for considera
tion is still weightier. From early on till 
Plato’s time the word t^x^h goes together 
with the word EittoTityn. Both are words for 
knowing in the broadest sense. They mean 
self-recognition in something, self-under- 
standing of something. Knowledge gives 
disclosure CAufschluss]. In terms of dis
closing it is a deconcealment. In an 
amazing passage (Eth. Nic. vi, c. 3-4), 
Aristotle distinguishes between eniaTT^yn 
and T^xvn, and indeed with respect to what 
and how they deconceal. Texvn is a mode 
of oXn^Eiieiv. It deconcea Is that which 
does not bring itself forth here and 
which does not yet lie at hand—something



which, on that account, can appear and occur now one way, now another.
Whoever builds a house or a boat, or smiths a chalice cup, deconceals the 
thing to be brought-forth-here with respect to the four modes of letting-be. 
This deconcealing gathers in advance the idea and the matter of the boat or 
house toward the fully manifest, produced thing and distinguishes from that 
the manner of production. The decisive factor of texvn lies not in making 
and manipulating, nor in using means, but In the above-mentioned deconceal
ing. As such, and not as production. Is a bringing-forth-here.

Thus this reference leads us to what the word t^xvti says and how the 
Greeks defined it in the same context that engages us here as we continue 
to ask the instrumental in truth means.

Technique is a mode of deconcealing. Technique exists in the realm where 
deconcealing and unvei ledness, where ctXiideLa, where truth happens.

Against this definition of the realm of being of technique, one can 
object that it is valid for Greek thought and passes at most for manual 
technique but does not at all hold true for modern power technique. And it 
is precisely the latter that by itself is unsettling, that impels us to ask 
about the technique. People say that modern technique cannot be compared to 
the earlier because it is rooted in contemporary exact natural science. Mean
while, some have accurately recognized that the opposite Is also valid: con
temporary physics, as experimental, is directly related to technical apparatus 
and to the progress in building such apparatuses. The certainty of this 
reciprocal relation between technique and physics is right. But it remains a 
mere historical certainty of facts and says nothing about what this relation 
is grounded on. The decisive question remains: of what sort is the being of 
modern technique that it can come to employing exact natural science?

What is modern technique? It, too, is a deconcealing. Only when 
we let our sight rest on this basic structure, will the newness of modern tech
nique reveal itself to us.

The deconcealing that prevails over modern technique manifests itself 
not as a bring ing-forth-here in the sense of icoiTTicir. The deconcealing per
vading modern technique is a provocation CHerausforderr1 that places on nature 
the expectation of releasing energy, which as such can be provoked and stored. 
Does the same hold for the ancient windmill? No. Though its sails rotate in 
the wind, they remain immediately at home with their own working. The wind
mill does not capture the energy of the wind in order to store it up.

A piece of land, on_the other hand, is '’provoked"* CHerausfordernl] 
in developing CForderunql coal and ores. The earth deconceals itself now as 
a coal vein, the ground underneath as an ore deposit. The field, which pre
viously the farmer cultivated Cbestel len>-wherebv "to cultivate" still 
means "to protect and care for"—now has a different appearance. Agricultural 
activity does not provoke the arable ground. In sowing grain one provides 
for the inherent growing power of the seed and guards its growth. Meanwhile,

*Herausfordern can mean "to challenge" (to a duel) or "to develop" in the
sense of developing resources. Kant recognizes this "constraining nature 
to give answers" (Critique of Pure Reason, B xiii). "To exploit" is also 
possible but Heidegger does not intend the emotional overtones implied 
therein. [Tr.I]



the cultivation of fields with ploughs is judged to be a different sort of 
cultivation CBestellen] than nature calls for CstellenH. The latter "culti
vates” in the sense of provocation. Farming is now a motorized food industry. 
The wind is harnessed Cgeste11tj to provide nitrogen, the ground beneath for 
ore, ore, e.g., for uranium and the last for atomic energy, which can be 
released either for destructive or peaceful uses.

The "placing” CStellenH, which provokes natural energies, is a develop
ment in two senses. It develops in that it captures and releases Cherau- 
stellen]. This kind of development remains separate Cabstellen] from the 
other kind of developing, i.e., to strive forward towards the greatest pos
sible use with the least amount of expenditure. The coal developed from the 
coal vein is not harnessed CgestelItl in so far that it is chiefly and 
always there at hand Cvorhandenl. It is deposited there, i.e., is in the 
situation Cste11e] for the "cultivation" CBestellen] of solar energy 
stored in it. Its energy is developed into heat, which is "cultivated"* for re
leasing steam, the compression of which provides the motion whereby a factory 
keeps in operation.

A hydroelectric plant is situated CgestelIt] in the midst of the Rhine.
It puts Cste111] the river in the service of producing water pressure, which 
in turn puts CstelIt] the turbines to turning, which drive the machines, 
the motion of which puts out Cherste111] an electric current, for the sake 
of which a central power station with its electrical network for transmitting 
electric power has been "cultivated” CbestelIt].** The hydroelectric plant 
is not built on_ Cgebaut] the Rhine like the old wooden bridges which for 
centuries have bound bank with bank. Rather the river is built into Cverbaut] 
the power plant. The river, as river, is now a transmitter of water pressure 
from the being of the power plant. Let us be attentive to the colossal thing 
that prevails here and not judge it from alienation—for a moment consider 
the contradiction expressed in the two following titles: "The Rhine" built 
into a power plant Ckraftwerk] and "The Rhine" spoken of in a hymn of the 
same name in the artwork LKunstwerk] of Holder I in. But, someone will ob
ject, the Rhine is still the river of the land. Perhaps so. But In what 
way? None other than a marketable CbestelI bares] object for sightseers 
brought there Cdorthin bestellt] by a travel agency.

The deconcealing that rules modern technique has the character of a 
"placing" CStellen] in the sense of provocation. This happens by releasing 
the hidden Lverborgene] energies in nature, by transforming what is 
released, by storing what has been transformed, by parcelling out what has 
been stored, and by converting what has been parcelled out. Releasing, 
transforming, storing, parcelling out, and converting are modes of decon
cealing. This deconcealing does not run its course in a simple way. Nor 
does its course proceed into something indistinct. The deconcealing 
deconceals its own proper many-sided, many-coursed avenues by which it

*1 think Heidegger intends the irdny^here, much~in the way'that "to culti- 
vate" (from the Latin coI ere, "to worship") can now mean "to cultivate one’s 
favor," i.e. "to curry to." CTr.]

**This "naive" description of what an hydroelectric plant does implies the 
interconnectedness implied by GesteI I. Nothing exists for itself, much as 
any section of this complicated sentence depends on the others for its 
meaning. CTr.]



controls them Cl.©., the releasing, etc.]. For its own part, control Is 
made secure overall. Control and surety thus become important factors in 
provocative deconceaIing.

What kind of unveiledness is appropriated by that which comes to be 
sresent Czustande] through provocative "placing." In general it is demanded 
.bestel ltj that one take a stand from situation to situation CSteI Ie zur 
StelleJ, indeed to stand so as to be "cultivatabie" CbestellbarJ for a 
broader "cultivation" CBestel len]. What is so "cultivated" [^Bestellte]] 
has its own condition [[StandJ. We call it the constitutive [[BestandlT 
The word here says essentially more than merely "stock" CVorratJ. The word 
"constitutive" reaches back to the rank of a title. It indicates nothing 
more precise than the mode in which everything is present, which is encoun
tered by provocative deconceaIing. What stands in the sense of the "consti
tutive" no longer stands over against us as an object [[Gegenstand].

But a commercial plane standing on the runway is very much an object. 
Certainly we can represent the machine as such. But then it veils itself 
in terms of what and how it is. Deconcealed, it stands on the runway only 
as constitutive in so far as it has been "cultivated" CbestelIt] to 
guarantee the possibility of transport. Hence, it must in its entire a 
structure, in each of its constitutive parts CBestandteile] be "disposible" 
CbestelIfahig], i.e., ready for starting. (Here would be the place to 
bring up Hegel’s definition of the machine as a substantial CseIbstandig] 
tool. Seen In terms of manual labor, his idea is right. By itself the 
machine is not thought of exactly in terms of the being of technique to 
which it belongs. Seen in terms of the "constitutive" [BestandJ, the 
machine is unfortunately unsubstantial, for it has its place/condition 
CStand] simply from the "cultivation of the cultivatable" CBestellen von 
BestelIbarem].)

The fact that the words "place," "cultivate," and "constitutive" force 
open the place we search for in order to show up modern technique as a 
provocative deconcealing and that they heap themselves up in a dry, uniform, 
and annoying mode, has its roots In that which comes to language.

Who is it that executes provocative placing CSte11en] through whom 
that which we call the real deconceals itself as constitutive? Apparently, 
man. How far can deconcealing go? Man can indeed represent, imagine, and 
investigate this or that thing in this or that way. Only over unveiledness— 
wherein the real either shows itself at some moment or withdraws—man has no 
power. What has shown itself in light of ideas since Plato, Plato himself 
did not do. The thinker only cor-responds to that which has spoken of Its 
own accord.

Only in so far as Man himself is previously provoked to provoke natural 
energies can this "cultivative" deconcealing happen. When man is provoked, 
"cultivated" thereto, then man too belongs to the constitutive in a more 
original way than nature itself. The pervasive talk about human resources, 
patient resources for hospitals speaks for this. The forest ranger who pines 
over the cut timber in the woods, who treks along paths with the same atti
tude as his grandfather. Is himself "cultivated" CbestelItU by the lumber 
Industry whether or not he knows this. He is governed Lbeste111] by the 
"marketability" [BestelIbarkeitH of cellulose, which itself is "provoked" 
because of the need for paper, which is delivered [zustelIt] to newspapers



and magazines. But the latter set CstellenH public opinion so that It 
becomes "cultivatable” CbestelI bar! for a controlled Cbeste11te] public 
opinion dominion. Precisely because man himself is provoked in a way 
more original than nature, namely, in ''cultivation" CBestel lenl as a mode 
of deconcealment. In itself, unvelledness, within which "cultivation" 
unfolds itself. Is never something made by man; much less so Is the realm 
through which man has passed up till now, when he draws near to the object.

Where and how does deconcealing occur. If It Is not something merely 
made by man? We do not need to look far. It is necessary to perceive the 
unperceived That, which has already laid Its claim on man, and so to decide 
that man can be man only insofar as he Is the one on whom the claim has 
been made. Where man always keeps his eyes and ears open, releases his 
heart, freely gives himself to perceiving and endeavoring, imagining and 
working, asking and thanking, there he finds himself totally brought into 
the unveiled. The unveiledness of these things has been appropriated as 
often as they have called man forth in the modes of deconcealing that have 
been meted out. When man in his own mode deconceals what is present in the 
midst of unveiledness, then he cor-responds to the exhortation of unveiled
ness at the very moment he is in contradiction with the exhortation. There
fore when man, in researching and dealing with nature as an arena of repre
sentation, takes a second place Cnachste111], he is already committed to a 
mode of deconcealing that provokes him to approach nature as an object of 
research to the point where the object CGegenstandU itself disappears into 
the objectlessness of the constitutive LBestandJ7~

Cto be continued!!



Bourse for Trumpet in A minor Gerry Ekman
with Piano accom.
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Melody in F sharp minor Tinka Sioss
for Piano



Prodigal Father
from

The Third 
Kingdom
Charles G. Bell

She was sitting on the sidewalk 
scrunched up in a doorway, on a pad 
with a pale sick-looking boy. Her 
father walked up and stood smiling.
Carla, pasty and undernourished, a 
belly bloated by hunger or enlarged 
Iiver, her feet bare, the rest of her 
draped in loud-colored gypsy rags—
Carla looked up with a blankness that 
might have been his, since she was the 
ghost to be recognized. Then light 
broke; she sprang up and fell on his 
shoulder, hugging him, laughing and 
weeping, while she said to the pale 
companion: "I told you about my Daddy? 
Well this is my Daddy, my real Daddy."

The boy made it to his feet. "Far 
out," he murmured; then something about 
having to see somebody about a deaI.
Carla waved him on, as she caught at 
the prodigal again: "My real Daddy."

Had he overplayed the self-interest 
of her responses? She had never been 
much at letters, and it was often need 
that had got her over the hump, most of 
all after she threw herself from mar
riage into Fillmore and drugs, though 
by that time the pleas from jail or law
yer's office for bail or fees used to 
come by phone, collect. But there had 
been greetings not so aimed, scrawls on 
yellow or blue torn notepaper postmarked 
from crashpads of her wandering.

Right now anyway she expected no
thing of him, support, salvation or a 
fix; and what was he on pilgrimage for 
but to get off his proprietary perch 
and, sitting on her spitty pavement, 
ask her about Berkeley and the street?

"You should've been here last night. 
I was on that corner when about two hun
dred people in Halloween costumes came 
running, with a blow-torch and wire cut
ters, yelling about the People’s Park.
We all stormed up and they cut the fence 
and the police came with helmets and gas 
masks. They came down the street real 
slow; but the people had brought their 
chiIdren; so they didn't gas them this 
time. Because last time they gassed 
everybody."



A sleep-dancing powerful Black leaned in: "If you see anybody wants 
anything, let me know."

"Sure will, honey. Meet my Daddy."

What had seemed, far off, plots of the murderous Mafia, felt different 
here among the fallen. "That's my true love, Zulu. Only man ever got me 
to a climax, and he never could do it but once."

She was the granddaughter of a Delta judge, an old Southern liberal 
who had taken a Black sharecropper's usury case to the Supreme Court and 
won a precedential settlement, "Independent as a hog on ice," as Time vexed 
him by reporting; but what his liberalism meant was impartial justice, no 
"judge not that ye be not judged" (though he taught a Bible class), but the 
self-righteous resolve of all establishment, that morals can be upheld by 
force, and must.

The protagonist's point of departure. So it was no accident a rebel 
daughter would pick a husband of the father's name, then spurn both for 
what the old Judge would have called a fate worse than death.

And here the Second Kingdom searching child of that first generation, 
come on the lecture tour he called his pilgrimage—seeking the holy ghost 
children of the Third, the smoky flame burning on their foreheads and gab
bling in tongues, hell's angels of impulse, gone beyond good and evil—his 
daughter to her black hustler, fixer, screwer: "OK Honey," and "Meet my 
Daddy"—that troubled Daddy, nodding, smiled.

"Come on. I'll show you the People's Park."

She led him past the bulletin board by the old bookstore, the 
apocalyptic pictures under glass: the occupied city, bayonet men, gas
spraying aeroplanes, a slugged priest, guards firing buckshot into the 
watching crowd—James Rector, observer, fatally wounded on a roof. Whoever 
had called out the forces and let it come to that—not a question of blame, 
but the pitiful ness of the fact, that men pretending to power, sitting in 
elected offices, could be fool enough to think the smoke would blow away, 
the movie reel run backward, the smiling old America peep out—fools not to 
know, once that trigger was pulled, the whole street and air, cops and 
kids, patchwork stores and ugly signs would be changed—gone forever the 
last vestige of hometown U.S.A.; that from that moment on, private failure 
was public oppression, what had seemed Leftist propaganda indelibly stamped 
as true.

Down a cross street she guided him to the galvanized barrier around 
the new blacktop with the window-dressing basketball goal—the communal 
hopes gone underground. "So that's the People's Park."

"And it was so beautiful. All flowers and sandboxes, and over here a 
huge deep pit with an ever-burning giant fire in it and a cauldron with 
soups boiling. I slept there every night. The cops would come and ask 
everybody how old they were. But I’ve been here so long they know me. They 
wave and say 'Hi, Frankie, how are you today?' And I say, 'Rne. I’m fine. 
How are you?’ I can’t help liking them. Behind their masks and guns 
they’re just people."



A big black dog wagged over. Park exile too. "Hi Bucky!" She gave 
him a pat. A police car sirened past.

"And there was our rock-and-roiI band, and a huge hole, man, with big 
fish; and there we had dug the underground palace and the caves, all kinds 
of groovy things for children, nothing like it anywhere in the world. And 
they came and destroyed It." Her voice a Gospel whisper: The blasphemy 
against the Holy Ghost shaI I not be forgiven unto men.

"What’s that up there?" He was looking at the top of one of the eight 
foot steel fenceposts. "There’s an old rag up there. Above you. Some
body’s thrown a quilt on top of the fencepost."

She raised her eyes from the ground. "That's mine," she cried.

"Yours? Is that your bedding?"

She was climbing the forbidden fence, her toes in the two-inch lattice. 
"Hey, let me go up." (Faustian fathers vaulting since childhood into 
forbidden places.)

But she had got the tousled comfort off the pole. It was ripped and 
charred from some Halloween prank of the night before.

He dropped off the fence. She flung it to him in a cloud of dust, all 
in his face, eyes, hair. "Wooh! it’s dirty. 1 say, that bedding’s in 
bad shape."

A louder siren. "Here they come. Get on down."

She lowered her toes slowly, musing; "Somebody burnt it. 1 wonder who 
did that?"

"How’d they get it? Where do you keep it?" The siren was on them, 
fierce. He wheeled. An ambulance. "Well, that one's on a mercy call, 
anyway."

She was turning the rag over: "That’s really weird. Who would want 
to burn my quilt?" (His mutter unnoticed: "Quilt?") "At least I have a 
blanket now. Because I was sleeping over in those bushes." She pointed 
across the street to some fir trees in the yard of a white gingerbread 
house, proper Victorian establishment of ancient widow or maiden aunt.
"Right over there, where those bushes are; there’s a little cubby hole.
I used this for my pillow and mattress, it was so torn up. And I had a 
sleeping bag. They were gone last night. But it’s amazing I’d find the 
quilt flung over the fence of the People’s Park."

"You mean you live behind those bushes? Wouldn’t it be better up in 
the hills?" He waved at the green amphitheater above the town.

Only to recall what her friend Chuck Abrams had told him not an hour 
ago in the crowded cheap restaurant of the Street's most broken block: how 
he had seen her lying on the pavement, beaten black and blue, robbed in those 
hills by goons she had guided there.



The voice of Cinderella longing betrayed none of that. "Oh, it’s 
beautiful. Real big trees and woods and everything. In the summer I used 
to meet people on the Street and they'd say "You know any place I can stay?
I can’t sleep here on the street, I’d get arrested.’ I'd say, 'Don’t you 
worry; I got a sleeping bag and five blankets—’ cause that’s what I had, 
and now all I’ve got is just one blanket—so I’d take everybody up and show 
them the woods and say, 'Whenever you need to sleep, you come up here.’"
She waved. "It’s right at the top of this street, and you can see the 
whole Bay area."

She was bundling up her quilt. "I’m going to put this back in the 
cubby hole."

1

"Leave it," he said. "It’s too burnt."

She was already dodging over the street in front of the cars. He 
yelled as to a child In his care: "Watch your step on the road."

She disappeared through the hedge and into the bushes, her walk a writ 
of ownership. He had read them Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn almost from 
infancy, beginning with Octavia, while Carla, as she came along, used to 
protest, "Too deep a ’tory," but listened. And now she was Huck Finn 
herself—though how everything had hardened, Jim, the raft, the river.

The day which had started out clear was getting pale. The old bard 
squinnied at the sun, weatherwise. Carla ran back through a traffic 
thickening all the time. "Why don’t we go up there," he said, "before 
it gets too foggy." But they had not gone half a block when she turned, 
the Street tugging her.

Her face was sad, as when in the pain of adolescence she had made up 
those blues that were still poignant in him, an offering of the heart.
"Have you got a guitar? I want to hear you play while I’m here."

Living with the loss of everything, even her regret was less bitterness 
than a kind of dreaming Joy: "I had a guitar. I had a beautiful guitar. 
Until they closed the Park and I went back on junk."

Her backward gaze reminded him of Chuck waiting in the restaurant.
They had talked of taking Carla to lunch. "Maybe we ought to go back and 
eat with Chuck, like I told him, and then go up the hill."

The loophole she was after: "Maybe I better go back myself and make 
some money."

"How you gonna make money?"

Silence. Then the sober sound: "Sell some dope."

"How much money you need?"

Longer, deeper silence.

Her voice low: "Twelve dollars."



”How often do you have to take it?”

"Not too often."

He glanced at the misty hills. What a plucky walker she had been when 
she could hardly toddle up the rocky hill past Princeton, when he would 
cycle them out, Octavia in the basket and Carla behind, and the day he 
swerved and caught her foot in the spokes and chewed it up, and she seeing 
his face—responding more to his shock than hers—stifled her sobs. Such 
hopelessness took him. "Then you can’t climb up there," he waved; "you’d 
pass out with the shudders before you ever got to the top."

The challenge, always, what reached her. "No. I wouldn’t at all.
I'm strong."

"If you need your dope, you'd go nuts."

"I haven’t had it all day. Chuck has seen me when I haven’t had it 
for three days and I’m perfectly all right. It’s only a desire."

A desire. Well, he had desires too—as to climb those hills. "Is it 
possible, from where we are, just to walk up there?"

"Uh huh."

"Then let’s go, right now, and let Chuck and lunch wait until we get 
back."

They crossed the crowded back road, worming through jammed cars. What 
were they all there for? He could think only of a catastrophe, that ambu
lance a while back, sirens, some wreck. He asked a guy and a girl in a red 
M.G. "Where are you going?" Like bug-eyed fish they stared at anybody who 
didn’t know that—and indeed they were tricked out in blazers and pennants 
like cheerleaders—"To the football game!"

Crowd-happy boosters. As in the ’thirties at Virginia, when it was 
the style of Our Town, but he had turned his back, heading for the trails 
of the Ragged Mountains—so now they started in earnest up the sloping 
street, he, after New Mexico, with his blood and lungs set for 7000 feet, 
pushing the pace, hardly gulping the oxygen-dense air, looking at her.

Whatever her cough meant, she was certainly undernourished, her liver 
half shot, some likelihood of diabetes; yet she never lagged or complained, 
pegged on, panting and chattering.

A glance at her opened both ways, hyperboloid in time. She had always 
been strange and bright, over-lovable, smiling, caressing, kissing, pouting 
sobbing: the time she came crying: "0 Momma, Momma, Tavia hurt myself."— 
"Tell her you’re sorry, Tavia," and she ran to Octavia, blubbering, hugging 
apologizing: "I’m sorry, Tavia; I’m sorry." And the other way—pasty, 
bloated, rambling on as she toiled up the hill—he saw his mother in the 
bad time, out the long west-leading streets under the smog of the Eastern 
City, praying, smiling and dying in the old folks home for strangers. He 
reached out and caught her hand, and there was another link; he should have 
brought the clippers, as he used to when he went to the nursing home.



"Don’t you ever cut your nails? I’d think they’d break and bother you."

"They never bother me. Only when I play guitar I have to cut them."

A measure how long—"But It’s not good for you to be hooked and have 
to trap other people to make your fix..."

She could always find a bright side: "It was worse the first time, 
when I was really hooked bad and prostituting myself." (When the clap had 
fuIfI lied the curse of Lear: Dry up In her the organs of Increase.) "But 
I won’t do those things anymore."

"Look. If you want to beg and bum like God’s folk In old Russia,
OK—I’ve had enough pretensions—but not in this slavery."

"I know. It’s so dumb, when I’d stayed off so many years."

—My God. And his worst encounters with her had been in those 
rosy years, when he brought her from (California to escape the psychia
trist, who had got her unhooked, but by using amphetamines, and she 
flung off the plane in her rags with her tousled old sleeping bag 
and Into his arms, desperately needing a father’s rescue, but too 
far gone for him to know how to give It—off heroin, but onto anything 
that would suppress the real world or the accommodations It required— 
convinced reality was nothing but a congeries of subjective trips 
good and bad.

She had lived for him In a solitude no actual voice could penetrate, 
from which she emerged only to the extent of going to the dentist to 
have her teeth pulled, the front pair neglect and drugs had rotted, and 
a little bridge made, of which he, crass materialist insisted: "That 
bridge is not imaginary; it belongs to the world in which the bill will 
come and I will pay, the world you countenance by wearing it."

it was then, when he had told her—as teacher and as father oif the 
younger two—that drugs were out either at the (Col lege or at home, that 
she went straight to the former and returned to the latter ripped on 
marijuana; and in protective rage he almost called the cops, but grabbed 
her instead and shook her (as his grandmother and father used to say) 
until her teeth rattled (those costly new pearls); then phoned friends 
in Baltimore and gave her a chance at therapy for herself and work with 
handicapped kids at John’s Hopkins hospital; but she opted for New 
York, wandering on her own, and as he had promised not to hold her if 
she came, he put her on the bus and paid her fare.

And then the phone call, remember, the loving child-rapture of 
that voice: "0 Daddy! I’ve run into a friend named Merrie from Reed 
(College and I’m staying at her aunt’s beautiful penthouse high over 
Greenwich Village, and they’re so nice to me and let me do whatever 
I please. And thanks. Daddy, for the teeth; I’m all pretty again."

He growling at so much easy transport and that she hadn’t buckled 
down for the cure, could hardly keep from telling her, "Wait and see. 
You’re going to bust it. I give you three days in that lovely pent
house doing what you please before you get thrown out."



And sure enough, next thing he heard she was on the streets, and 
he phoned his writer friend Hanrahan, who agreed to lend her his studio. 
That was when Carla appeared at Hanrahan’s (an apparition celebrated 
in verse) late at night and with a high Spade, frightening the preg
nant wife and maybe even Hyde, though he was hard to scare. So Hyde 
gave her the key to his downtown studio and she moved in; but it wasn't 
many days before the landlady called the police; Carla must have run 
an open house for the bums of the Village; so when the cops came the 
place was a shambles. The rest had vamoosed, but not Carla; she was 
on hand, and she tangled with the sergeant as if he were the offender 
against law and order—would have mauled him too, if they hadn't 
ganged up and toted her off to Belleview.

Which was where the paternal dignity saw her next—a horrible 
mad house, and she more frenzied than ever, though he took her an 
old guitar and talked with a young doctor, assistant there, deeply 
moved by her case, who wanted to take her home for special care; in 
fact, it might have been arranged, but the next day she climbed out 
somehow and split.

So if that was when she was off heroin, God help her now she was 
on. (Though she seemed to have grown more sane—or was it the other 
prodIgaI?)

"And what may save me is my music. Because when I take heroin 
I don’t feel music. I don’t feel anything but Arrgh!" She hawked 
up a lunger. "I’ II have to go to the hospital, but on my own..."

She stooped for an orange somebody had dropped in the gutter.
As she stuffed it into a pocket of the jacket she was carrying, there 
was a Jingle on the road. "Hey," he said, "you're dropping your 
money." He squatted to pick it up.

She stood brooding, "i'll be threatened, of course, all my life. 
But I hate to talk about it. 1 hate even to think about it." She 
took the quarters, nickels, pennies as carelessly as she had thrown 
her college money into junk.

For the first time her being, alien to him before, was clearing 
and opening, a sad human light shed on what had seemed dark and sini
ster.

"What about that time you used to phone New York in the middle 
of the night—weren't you on something then? Not Belleview, but later. 
You sounded so high, and those big parties roaring and banging. I 
thought you were with the Mafia or lord knows what."

"No. No. It wasn't a very big party, and I hate the Mafia with 
alI my heart." It came back over her, and her voice sang, as when 
she had phoned and he thought she was stoned: "It was a juke box, 
in our very house. I tried to teil you on the teiephone: 'And we 
have a juke box in our own house.’ But you wouldn't listen."

He had been so sure the New York tie was criminal. "But what 
about the telephone? You said they had a private line the company



didn't know about—not a credit card, you said—and I thought, that 
must be the gangster ring to end all rings."

She laughed until she coughed. "They were Yipples, college 
Yippies (I told you they were going to the Convention), who knew 
about telephones, and they plugged into the main line—I don’t know 
how—and we didn’t have to pay."

"But what about that sailor who phoned afterward, said he’d 
found you beat up on a roof, and now his ship had to sail, and would 
I help send you west? There it is—I thought—that phone-plugging 
gang has dumped her; and it’s a wonder she’s not dead."

"But that didn’t have anything to do with it. That was after I 
came back from Boston, and I met this black guy, a Biker, on the street, 
when I was high. ’Hey you’re awful handsome,’ I told him. So I went 
off and fornicated with him, and I must have made him mad, because 
he said something and I hit him and he hit me; and that was how I 
lost those teeth you paid for. But the Yippies were kind and gentle."

"Well, it’s a pity you didn’t stay with the Yippies, instead of 
taking up with the Biker."

"I only met him one evening," (as if that explained everything)
"and I was lousy drunk on wine and cough syrup, which’11 kill you a 
lot faster than heroin."

When J_ had stayed off so many years—it must have hit them to
gether, that was the time when she had talked of being free.

"I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I don’t like the way I 
feel naturally, so 1 want to drink something, or take something to 
feel better. Dumb, I guess."

They were panting now, the steepest part of the hill, her bare 
feet padding the road, the hiss of his corduroys. Her face had come 
full cycle—the mask of gloom.

"You got a steep hill here," he said.

She raised her eyes to the green crown, nearer now. "A little 
more and you see the whole Bay Area."

"You won’t see it today; it’s too misty."

She looked back for the first time. "Aw, that’s a pity."

But you could see plenty: the smoky bowl, the Bay and industrial 
cesspool, surrounding hills slashed with highways, pov/erlines; and 
everywhere through old forested slopes bulldozed bare earth for new 
apartment towns, shopping centers. The derogate body of the land
scape as a nude. And Ciarla in her rags, with her lost teeth and 
fish-belly skin: I bruised myseIf...caIcined myself...no reason... 
the ways of my love.



"Where's the ocean?" he said.

"Ocean? You don’t see any ocean. It’s behind that big range 
across the Bay."

The paved road ended among lanes and private estates. She 
led him down a path to the left which plunged into a little valley 
dense with sweet smelling myrtle large and dark as live oaks. The 
steep earth gave, she slipped; they caught each other, leaning on 
the sheer slope. "We're sliding."

Down to the little stream tumbling clear over sedimental black 
dirt, where a rope hung from an arching limb. "I made that for some 
children. They had the rope, so I climbed up and tied it where they 
could swing over the stream."

He looked at the dark foliage. "Must be live oaks."

"Oaks?"

He broke a leaf and crushed it. "No, you’re right. Myrtle,
I guess. Smell." Their voices in the grove hushed and low.

Hers: "Like some sort of menthol, only super-good. But where 
are the Eucalyptus?"

He saw them up the other bank, soaring over the myrtle, mottled 
green and pale. "There."

But she was searching the ground. "No. No. Here." She pressed 
through a tangle of briars, her feet and legs bare.

"Look out for the thorns," he said.

She never noticed. Bending she scooped up a handful of scented 
balls. "These are what really smell good."' She poured a bunch In 
his pocket. "Take some to Cheryl"—the youngest, over whom Carla had 
had such sway.

She drew him around the briars up the other slope to the foot of 
a peely-barked Eucalyptus and pointed to a burrow under the roots—as 
in German fairy tale, Melusinda in the hollow tree. "I dug it out," 
she said, "with board and stone. It’s my Hobbit Hole. It was good 
to sleep here; but some boys found it; so I went higher up and started 
another one, under a rock. But this was the best. A real Hobbit 
Hole."

It would have served a rabbit or a fox, but a person couldn’t have 
squeezed in out of the rain. "You need a roof on it though."

"The roots of the tree would be the roof," she said. "But I’d 
have to dig it way down. A gigantic cave." The throaty ecstasy he 
had heard when she was tiny and would make up tales of elves for her 
sisters. "But those kids were sure to tell."



He was groping a I I the time for an opening for her, any way of 
life besides impossible commitment. He searched her face, the black 
eyes under the tow-headed mop of hair: "You like living like that?
You like it better than trying to go back? To get in the deal?"

She was mounted on Pegasus. "Ugh! I wouldn't want to get in 
the dea I."

He pulled the noose. "Well, you're in the deal anyway, like it 
or not."

It brought her down. "That's what's creepy about it. I'm right 
in the deal. It's what everybody tells me. And six months ago they 
couldn't have said it, because I wasn't. I was a new child. And now 
I'm right there working for them again, police and junkies and capital
ists."

(No more in revolt against Behemoth-Leviathan than the birds that 
wait on the rhinoceros, or the little fish that clean the shark's 
teeth.)

"If you oppose a power," he said, "you've got to steer clear of
it."

She had sat down, her feet in the Hobbit Hole. "That's so strange. 
Because the only thing that caused me to get strung out again was the 
power."

"You mean when they broke up the Park?"

"Yeah. I didn't want to see anybody ever again. When I saw the 
majority of people In the world are completely messed up, just robots, 
and that they run things, and can send armies with guns and gas to 
destroy what's beautiful, it freaked me out. And Dona kept coming to 
my basement (I had a basement some people had left so I didn't have 
to pay for it) and shooting up and asking me if I didn't want some 
(because when you're clean, just the scraping of a wet spoon makes 
you more loaded than they are), and I thought I'll forget about those 
soldiers. And I did it and I didn't care anymore, and since then I've 
never stopped. And it's really sad. But if I could have stayed off 
three years after being hooked the way I was, it can't be that hard; 
it's just a matter of going and doing it."

"Why don't we go to Mendocino right now, while I'm here? (It's 
not like Cheryl In Washington.) You're no child."

Her voice barely reached the outer world. "I don't know. Maybe 
it's easier for a child. At least a child thinks there's something 
to live for."

She brought out the orange. "Want some?"

"Better you."

"Well, I'm thirsty when I sweat so much." She peeled it Into the



Hobbit Hole.

"One way or another, you’ve got to go through with it. And then 
clear out. You said your own girl friend helped hook you. So you 
can't stay with these street people and not fall back."

"The Street People," she pronounced with conviction, and a mouth 
full of orange, "are very pure and very beautiful. They smoke grass 
and they take a little acid and they play a lot of music. Those are 
my people. The Junkies," she spat seeds, "are another thing. They 
live in apartments and have money; they come on motor bikes and 
hustle all the time."

A hopeful separation for pilgrims of the Third Kingdom, but it 
seemed to leave no place for her. "Then who hustles the acid the 
street people use? Don't you hustle?"

Had she jumped a cog? "It's not real. You think what I'm selling 
when I made my money...? I don't sell no dope. I sell you a vitamin 
tablet and get your money. I'm a burn artist."

He stared... "Well, no wonder the police don't bother you. All 
you're doing is embezzling from the poor to pay the Mafia to pay them."

She shook her head.

Why argue? "Well, I didn't come west to muckrake California.
But you need help."

She had got up, her coat trailing again; the money fell out, 
this time into the hole. Hardly worth picking up, by what she had 
lost; but he bent down. She knelt too, and he saw a patch of scab 
and blood on her scalp. "What's that? You've knocked a hole in 
your head somehow."

"When I shoot smack I claw my head." She fingered it: "Oh!
What a horrible hole."

The sky was overcast. As they came to the road they looked out 
again on the ruin of one of the world's beautiful places. She swooped 
down on a dirty cigarette butt, then groped in her pockets for a match... 
"Aren't they bad that way?"

"Better," she insisted. "The fresh ones are weak. These are 
funky and strong. I like old funky things." And then: "Tell me 
about Cheryl—what worried me so in Washington."

He had thought it was they who were worried. "It's past. And 
she's got the right husband. One of those mystical fierce hippies."

"If he satisfies her, she'll be a 11 right. So many men don't 
satisfy a woman. And it's all she's looked forward to from childhood, 
growing up to have a satisfying sexual partner. I know, because I'm 
pretty messed up. Men make me angry. They take their pleasure and 
can't satisfy me. I satisfy myself."



They were nearing the People’s Park, motorcycles, cars, sirens 
building up around them again. "When I get a sexual urge, I just lie 
there and rub myself in the morning and Ahh!” (a joyful sad little 
sigh) "I'm satisfied. It’s nice. I don’t need no man. I like to 
satisfy them, but they're no use to me.

The child-simple laugh. "I don’t know why I started that sub
ject. I spent thirteen hours once trying to figure it out and didn’t 
get anywhere."

They had come opposite the Victorian house with the bay window, 
stained glass over the stair and the dense fir trees surrounded by 
hedges in the yard. "I’ll just put this old jacket over with my 
blanket."

"If you do, they'll steal it all."

"I’ll wedge it in the tree. Nobody'll see it."

She ducked in. Glancing through the hedge, he surveyed the hide
out. She wadded the quilted bundle into a limb crotch and squatting 
down made her waters. He walked out to the sidewalk looking back 
at the prissy gingerbread, the greenhouse shrubs, a convenience for 
Street-Car la’s bedding and pissing. One was always getting symbolic 
glints off her.

They had only a block to go. "Then you really weren’t happy 
with Carlos?"

"I was happy; I loved him; but look what was building up. I 
didn’t know anything about sex, that a woman needs to be satisfied, 
and he didn’t either."

"How could you grow up not knowing that?” Though the carnal 
traveler, a student of sex since boyhood, had not talked with her about 
it before.

"I got to hustle," she said.

"I’ll see you, then." He went to his room to work at his lecture. 
Though all he could think of was Carla, and that his schedule allowed 
three days, of which one was almost gone...

He had given his lecture now, in that University which had closed 
the Park. The next day was his last, and they were no nearer a solution 
than before.

And now, louring dusk, having hustled and got her fix, a "cotton" 
of somebody’s leavings, she led him through the fierce street, robed 
in a voluminous blue evening dress of cast-off sateen. Hell’s Angels 
gunning motors, Krishnas dancing in eternal drugless hypnotic joy, 
a pack of acid kids, the Red Rockets, howling, beating a mailbox like 
a tom-tom—led to her usual packing-case, where they settled back in 
shadowed talk—something about her worst years and a friend she had 
lived with, "a beautiful old Spade man"—back in that Black slum time.



when he had wondered If his duty was to come out with his father's 
pistol, and track her down.

Gentle tall Dona, of the brown hair and brown eyes, swayed in, 
unstrung in every joint, a carton of orange juice loosely held: "I 
brought a big bottle 'cause I thought you’d like some, and you weren't 
even here, you bum.” She had been Carla’s excuse lately for stalling 
on the cure: "I'M go as soon as I can persuade my girl friend; 
she's worse strung out than I am.”

That anyway seemed a statement of fact.

If it was for more than curiosity that he had come, there was 
only tomorrow. "Why don't we get a meal and you come to my place?” 
he said. "There's an extra room and a mattress. You get a good 
sleep and in the morning Abe Shahn can drive us to Mendocino. Dona 
can come along tonight or meet us in the morning, whichever she 
wants.”

Carla noted the address, hugged him, said she would come later, 
spend the night and get ready for the ride.

He went back to the upstairs apartment lent him by friends of 
friends, their goods and furniture not yet unpacked: crates, boxes, 
mattresses. Here he had tossed, after the day's appeasement, in the 
debate of remorse and "Why remorse? You tried protective righteous
ness, to seal off the predestined sinner. Time you found another 
way, some mystery of touch that would put love above morality.” He 
lay, listening for Carla, while sirens screamed: squad cars, fire 
trucks, ambulances? (Berkeley since People’s Park a beleaguered 
city under police power.) By dawn he gave her up, dozed into the day. 
At ten Abe and Chuck met him in the restaurant. The car was avail
able, but not the rider. At two she appeared, hung over as on other 
days, but in proud pace beside the sagging Dona.

And Dona, for a wonder, had decided it was time for a cure. She 
had been nagging Carla all morning to get her started. Now the others 
pitched in, though the more they urged the more she shied: "I don't 
want to be taken; I want to go on my own.”

"You mean your own feet? We're only offering you a ride.”

Over and over, the afternoon passing. Dona desperate to start 
before her shot wore off. No. Zulu had mentioned an underground 
movie about the People's Park showing at six. A write-up in Outcry 
had named Carla the star—in fact: "Super-star Frankie, mad 
toothless Frankie, pregnant ragmuffin of the streets, infant of a 
civilization which murders its own children because they dare to 
dance and sing, because they dare to plant a flower in a muddy parking 
lot.” Carla had promised to get Zulu in free.

"You said you couldn't go without your girl friend; now she's 
packed her clothes and is ready, the car's ready, everybody's ready; 
and you say you've promised Zulu to go to the movie. Well, I say 
you've promised Dona more, and she needs you more."



Dona turned on the klaxon of her street-whine. "I’ve got to get 
up there. I'm going out of my fuckin’ mind, see. If I wait around 
here I’ll get the fuckin’ creeps." She snivelled off; Carla calling 
after her, calm as a church and as crazy: "It’ll be over by seven, 
and we’ll go then."

Zulu never showed; but that didn’t upset Carla. Only—when they 
had walked to the place—the ticket girl’s refusing to let her in. 
Sugar Daddy was about to pay. "Pay for yourself," she said. "I’m 
the star." She pushed past the booth, strode into the dark theatre, 
flung herself into a seat. He took his place beside her.

The Park blossomed around them. The daughter he had come to 
help yielded to the other on the screen, in her fanciful robes, sing
ing, playing with the children, swinging upside down from the cross
bar, sleeping with the rest by the ever burning fire. "The joy and 
anguish of being human at any cost." Her moody guitar yielded to the 
closing voice: "On this flowering square block of sanity in civi
lization’s asphalt madness, the bitter, the disgusted, the sick and 
wretched still huddle together; and if the National Guard of fear 
should peek through the bushes, they will still find us smiling, still 
saying: ’Let a thousand parks bloom!’"

They left arm in arm, her scarred and she I I-pitted landscape 
wrapped in a softening shower of tears. And there stood the great- 
bearded Abe in front of his M.G.; Dona hove into sight through the 
crowd, swinging an almost finished bottle of the grim white port. 
"Afraid of the creeps," she murmured; "no fix since morning." Chuck 
hurried from the bookstore to wave goodbye, looking in at Carla with 
a deserted sad smile. Even speed-blasted black-genius Zulu floated 
up from somewhere: "Don’t worry about Mendocino, honey; it’s a good 
trip."

And now they had slipped north past rowed flashes of mercury 
and neon; the city fell behind; they were headed for redwood country 
under moonlight—a long night drive.

Nestled in the back, under the hum of the car and road, the two 
could talk together, hearing only from the front a murmur of indis
tinct words. To make this ride, like the climb to the Hobbit Hole, 
smiIing:—

The summer at Long Beach Island, a circle of kids crouched around 
a wave-stranded jellyfish as big as your head, incited by whom but 
three-year Carla, crying: "Poker-man, poker-man, poker all the way"
—jabbing it with their fingers until it melts into a muck of foam.
Or night in the little cottage, the scribe with a lamp in the low 
garret wording his Earth Epic, troubled by Carla’s suggestive chant 
below, and the smothered laughs of the others.

No—what was needed were the dark secrets of her life: the 
year she slashed her wrists and was sent back east:

"Before you came to us that year, your mother wrote—I wasn’t 
supposed to tell, but we’re past that now—about a rape—a child—



embryo—you bore and buried. Right?"

Her voice a duck's back that sheds the water of tears: "Yeah."

"Were you a virgin until then?"

"No. That was the worst of it, that the boy I'd loved took me out 
there for the others, three guys, to do that horrible thing. Told me 
there was a party; and then pulled me into the loft.

"I didn't want the child. As it grew I kept hitting myself in the 
stomach. I killed the baby. I still feel bad about it. And only after 
it came I realized how much I wanted it. I'd been in labor for about a 
week and never told anybody. And that night—I must have been in shock—
I took it down the bluff and ran all the way to the stream and rolled that 
huge stone over it—when they wanted to check it later it took two men to 
move it—and I ran all the way back up. I think I stayed in shock a long 
time after."

"Why didn't you tell your mother?"

"I never could tell her anything. As if she lived in a dream—both of 
us, in different dreams."

"And then you came to us..." He broke off.

"You wrote that already," she said, "in that novel. 'The seed you sowed 
in Sibyl's darkness.' I thought of it often when I was hooked: is this what 
you wanted, what you prophesied?"

(As if to write probabilities were to spring the trap. He had treated 
art as a transmoral realm, lives to be probed without effect. He was doing 
it stiII.)

"You remember the night in the hall when the marine I ran off with the 
next day brought me home late, and you scolded and said if I kept on you'd 
have to send me back to Mother—when it was Mother who'd sent me to you?
And I said..."

(Blurred almost beyond recall: his eyes adjusted to the moonlight by 
the door, until her face shows dim around the Maya cenote eyes he had seen 
in her mother and been divorced from—had the offence of that ideal state he 
called, from Isaiah, The Married Land, been the distance he thought he could 
rear between himself and those depths he should have loved?—the eyes of Eve 
in the garden, serpent haunted, wild for every forbidden fruit?)

"You remember what I told you?" she said. That since I was a child I 
had never been loved. Since you went off and left me with mother, and now she 
had sent me to you, and you were threatening to send me back to her—as if I 
didn't have a home."

"You didn't make it easy. Lucy's mother dying in the next room--and to 
run off with a Marine you didn't even know, and be picked up hitchhiking 
and have the police phoning in the night."



"So we sent you back to your mother, and your a Ilergy got worse?"

"I was clawing myself all the time, raw, itching, burning. And nothing 
I couId do."

(Yet how her music had grown, as if anguish only could pluck those 
strings.) "So you wanted to try the desert, and we found that ranch school...

Abe had stopped at a park-in; they rode on now washing down clam-burgers. 
Dona with white port, Carla with red. Hollow-daddy with a tenth of Zinfandel.

Carla lowered the bottle, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and 
let fly at the Arizona school: "A terrible place. Coldest man I’ve ever 
seen. No more feeling than a snake. All he wanted was money.

"Then I met Carlos, and we were in love. I came to you for the summer, 
remember, to be near his boot-camp. You were on our side then, wrote his 
parents."

(Marriage her only hope, and besides, nobody could have reasoned with
her.)

"So we married, and my skin cleared up. Even now it’s clear—except 
when I shoot smack I claw my hair, freaky."

(He had seen. Like lifting the bloody skull on a maggoty brain.)

Then the miracle of housekeeping Carla, that happy little ranch house 
marriage, the two squeaking to each other like lovey mice—until the plunge 
into the Berkeley ferment of Free Speech, free action, free four-letter words, 
Carla like an oversensitive receiver, vibrating such frequencies; it was then 
that she had begun to slip off nights, weekends, then longer, went out of 
sight at last altogether, her husband hunting in whatever drab locales rumor 
guided him to, sometimes with a loaded gun, whether for her or the locale 
unclear; until her older sister Octavia, married to another rebel, Saul Gurion 
and come west, joined in the search (unarmed), and they found her in Fill
more with what Octavia called a horrible old Black Man, her contact, Carla 
burnt out on heroin, with the whoring and stealing to earn two-hundred bucks 
a day (besides gonorrhea), lucid only a few hours after her shot, then down 
again in a sickness from which she surfaced next day not remembering what 
had occurred—days blotting into weeks, months, a year, under the chronic 
agony of trying to get her off—state hospitals, Synanon, which she had tried 
twice and left, calling it a fake scene.

And now her other sister Ntonique flew in from mystical pursuits in India, 
fresh to the conquest of soui over matter, took Carla to the house of a Zen 
friend, seemed to be succeeding, until Carla swallowed the overdose of 
sleeping pills, and Monique, finding no pulse, panicked. So it was the 
emergency hospital, Carla coming to, sobbing "I'm a junkie; I’m a junkie.
Help me’"

The cloudy seer wrapped her in his arms, as if the body’s hold might 
resist the downward power. "Like a nightmare it must be, that time, that 
horrible Black man Octavia begged and threate ned and got nowhere with."



Instinct should have told him that horrible Black man would be the one 
she had spoken of before: "A beautiful old Spade man."—"Octavia didn’t know 
anything about him."

Had she none of the antibodies of blame? "But surely he was the one 
you were giving two hundred a day for dope, and prostituting yourself?"

"Uh-huh. But he helped me get off, when he knew I really wanted to.
He’d let me come to his house and he’d shoot up in front of me, but he 
wouldn’t give me any; and I got to where I could watch him without going 
crazy for it. He used to say; ’You look beautiful now, and your soul is 
beautiful; but when you’re strung out you’re mean and ugly.”'

The front seat talk had died down. The car-noise privacy of the back 
yielded to Dona’s chime-in: "It’s true, you change completely." (She, who 
had offered the ruinous cottons.)

The terrible thought hammering itself home, that for Carla, as for so
ciety, maybe, the only safety would be in righteous and repressive rage: to 
shun the past like leprosy, all touch of it; never go back, even in mind, to 
that old Spade connection, never call him beautiful, shooting up heroin in 
his underworld house; but hound him, indict him, hang him; be moral, vindic
tive, bourgeois, forewarned. Though even he as he thought it, he knew such 
salutary hypocrisy of law was not in her soul’s range. And would he have 
wished it to be?

All the ride up (and with the bottle of port) she had grown more ame
nable, hopeful, human. She who had been so stubborn against leaving the 
Street, now nestled up to him like a child, her tousled head on his cheek, 
saying how happy she was, how glad he’d taken her away, that back there she 
had seen no future but dope and hustling, and already it seemed a nightmare 
from which she might awake.

"That’s why you've got to find a new life," he said, "get away from that 
Street, not Just heroin, but all those cough syrups and acids..."

Her voice had never been more open, more sure: "0, I love acid. I’ll 
always take acid. It saved my life. That’s why I kicked the first time. 1 
took some acid when I was strung out and everything came clear."

The car threading the moonlit valley of giant redwoods north, he won
dered why love and nature should fail to be enough. Though he sipped the 
Zinfandel as he listened...

"I have to take acid to play really good music. At People’s Park, before 
I messed up again, my music was so beautiful, my own kind of Mississippi 
blues. It flows out of me in rivers, like an ocean, hardly me at all; I feel 
guilty after I’ve played. People crowd up and ask for more; ’That’s great, 
great.' They think It’s me playing, but it’s not. But when I shoot smack,
I have no music. Heroin kills sex and love and music."

Standing, she thought, on the hopeful verge of cure, she looked back to 
the shell-pocked landscape of pain, of which she had said before "I don't



even like to think about it."

"If I don't get dope enough, I wake up in cramps, doubled over, coughing, 
vomiting, with diarrhea and sick sweat; and every morning there are chills, 
and the blankets wringing wet."

He groaning: "But what a price—my God—and for not much satisfaction. 
Because I've never seen anybody high in so much better state than soul and 
spring water will give you."

"Right. For two years I'd wake up rejoicing, because I didn't have to 
run out and get a shot. And the third year I forgot, can you imagine? I 
could still wake up rejoicing—and I never did when I was young. So there's 
some gain, if I could just keep it."

"The hardest thing to understand," he said, "is how you could leave Car
los and your boys and fail to that Spade in the first place."

"It was jealousy, wasn't it?"

"Yeah, it broke me up."

"But you had run around yourself?"

"Only when he did. It's true I didn't know. But I felt it: a horrible 
fear, like a snake coiled round my throat. That was when I had an affair, 
and then I found out what I had already known, that he had done it before. 
Though I wouldn't feel that way now.

"But I was so young. I didn't know jealousy is a cruel thing."

"'As cruel as the grave' it says in The Song of Songs. Your mother and 
I should have taught you. But we had to learn it ourselves."

"If only I had married him later. Such a trivial thing—as he told me.
It meant nothing at all; yet to me it was doomsday.

"That's my great sadness. It's what ruined my life. And there's nothing 
I'd love more than to go back with him, but he's scared; and he doesn't want 
me anymore... Though I will love him always, and deep down he still loves 
me."

(And when there is nothing but ash—the Frankenstein mill of grinding 
wheels we built and are setting the torch to, caIcined—wouId that ghost of 
love remain, a luminous lost inwardness?)

They turned off the highway into the hospital drive: like a college, a 
campus of trees and lawn under the moon. Dona's siren whine filled the car 
—all the hospital fears they cultivated on the Street, of being penned up 
without methadone in vomiting convulsions: how she couldn't stand it, she 
would go crazy; while Carla said nonsense, they had come on their own; they 
knew what the program was; everybody said it was a good trip.

They stopped at the office. Abe went in. They watched him through the 
window. From the way he gestured at the receptionist, something must be



wrong, and one could guess what: they had come without referral papers, 
banking on appeal. In the dread—after the buildup to hope and tenderness 
—of having nothing to offer but return to the street, the Old Guy went in 
too, leaving the girls in the car.

Abe’s doctor friend had been sent for; he appeared, one of the blessed 
Blacks: they would take them tonight as guests and worry about legality 
tomorrow.

In the car the girls had almost lost heart. They were brought in now; 
but there was a long wait while the secretary filled out forms. Ox-eyed 
Dona sat in a blue funk,; no fix since morning, the wine wearing off, the red 
barbiturate she had gulped while they waited outside not taking effect, the 
horror of prison cold-turkey come on her; she reached a trembling hand in a 
blue-lipped mouth, caught one of her snaggly, loose, carious teeth, pulled 
half of it out and dropped it into the metal waste-basket.

The doctor called her to the examining room—a routine needle-scar check 
to confirm junky status. She had worried about that too: he moght not be
lieve her, since she was using her fingers not where the marks didn’t show. 
Though as he told them afterwards, one had only to pull up her sleeves to 
see why she was shooting under the fingernails; every vein blown with scar 
tissue.

Carla meanwhile, was waiting alone, her father and Abe phoning Berkeley 
for a line on the neglected referrals. And now she, who had ridden the 
euphoria of love and release, who had seemed so strong, heard a cry somewhere 
far off down the hospital corridors, and everything came flooding back, as 
from before birth, the soul’s cloisterphobic fear of bolts, chains, cave- 
walls, the archetypal hell-dread enforced by years of bad jails and barred 
asylums—to have usurped a word of refuge (dolce asylo) for those thronging 
snake-pits she had hardened in and escaped from.

The secret sharer entered to see her being change with her face. She 
was levelling, as at an enemy, at the Black Doctor, her friend. "Then I won’t 
stay. I ask you a straight question and you don’t answer straight." A defi
ance he knew instinctively from his own youth, against father, law, police, 
all canons of coercion and restraint, most of all the army’s absurd claim 
to brutalize his acts. But in her case, wide of the mark.

Though the doctor’s smile was vaguely equivocal: "Frankie, I don’t know 
how you listen. I said it’s hard enough to get you in anyway, that you’re a 
guest here and you choose your own program. But it’s a hospital and I’m the 
doctor, and I can’t say you’re free to do whatever you please."

"Then it’s a creepy bad place—a jail—and I won’t be locked In like a 
crook when I came on my own."

The wanderer’s hand went out, groping. He could no more tell than the 
blind what it would reach; the nestling daughter of the car, the chemical 
body of rabia. He touched her cheek. She shied—his hand leagued with 
tyranny, rape, perversion. He tried again, caressing. "Carla, love. Listen. 
Don’t act crazy. You can see he’s a fine man. He’s on your side. You know 
I love you. You think I would leave you in a jail? But it’s what you came 
for. A new start."



She moved toward the door, repeating under the Medusa state: "I put a 
straight question and he won’t give a straight answer." But softer. As in 
Gluck’s taming of the infernal spirits.

So once again the Orphic lyre: Carla. Remember: the hustling, always 
hustling, and sweats and sickness. You’re no child. Stay on and work with 
them. I’ll get you a guitar. Think of your music. Sad, to back out now."

She bowed her head and sank into the chair with a gesture of profound 
defeat. Bending over, he kissed the red, chapped, scaly dirtiness of her 
street-sIeeping harried face. In the cloudy vault of her prison she did not 
stir. He walked out tormented, as through all the years, with the fact of 
that world-betrayal: above the dream garden the ever-threatening sword. He 
put his hands to his father-aged face under a tumbling whiteness of hair...

And in four or five days or a week, when the methadone was tapered off, 
and she fled (redemption so rare, however dewed and rainbowed with tears) and 
hit the Street bleak under November rain, she wilder than ever; when Chuck 
would shelter her in the bookstore, the drug scene spilling in around her, 
and as had been threatened before he would get the sack, and the sleeping 
bag and guitar bought as promised had gone the way of all Carla's possessions 
when even poor Dona would be back shooting heroin into the veins under her 
tongue—it would be easy to say "I told you so" and to look back almost 
blushing for hopeful sentiments, almost swayed by the law-and-order gang 
with their police state hardening willy-nilly toward purgative euthanasia. 
Though alI it would have proved in the end was that a little love might go 
a little way.

So if a total love should offer itself in total sacrifice, it might once 
more be written: "’Come out of the man, thou unclean spirit!' And they were 
amazed and said, 'What is this? With authority he commands the unclean 
spirits, and they obey him.’"

Even for Carla. Even for the world she is child of.

CA version of "Prodigal Father" similar to this one should appear at some 
time in Harper’s Magazine.U
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A fleet of glass spun boats 
with sails blown fulI 
from God knows where

In agony of thought 
a I most afI oat, 
stretch maidens' hair

In tensioned anchor ropes.
Oh Lord, what hopes 
are possible

To the effervescence 
in clarity 
of confusion.

How beautiful had it been
were not these thoughts 
so precarious

that they were supplanted 
long ago
for a more re Iia bIe
if sterile
means of commerce.

i

Long time since I have lastly looked
distances that are clean to cross
back and back to what have I lost
and where I have been for starting somewhere

When I was young—was not fresh 
was not new seed lately sterile 
was old already as if with years 
and tears not poetry but damp dirt mud

Was soiled already but was begun 
something and not extraneous 
touchstone for beginnings even though clay 
and not this brass that sounds now daily



Giunto e g'I corso della vita mla 
Con tempestoso mar, per fragil barca,
AI comun porto, ov' a render si varca 
Conto e rag ion d'ogni opra trista e pia.

Onde I’affetuosa fantasia,
Che I'arte mi fece Idol e monarca 
Conosco or ben, com' era d'error carca,
E quel c'a mal suo grado ogn'uom desla.

Gli amorosi pensier, gia van! e lieti,
Che fien or, s'a duo morte m'avvicino? 
D'una so 'I certo, e I'altra mi minaccia.

Michelangelo: 1555
translated by 
Charles G. Bell

%

Ne pinger nd scolpir fie plu che quieti 
L'anima volta a quell' amor divino 
C aperse a prender noi 'n croce le braceia.

Already now across tempestuous seas'
Uncharted course my brittle bark has blown 
To the common port, where a I I must come to own 
Account and cause of goods and trespasses.

Wherefore the loving fancy's subtleties.
That made of art an idol and a throne.
Break in deception—snares, too late known 
Such bitter sweets as to damnation please.

Amorous thoughts, long since proved vanities. 
What are you now, if double death incline.
One sure, one doubtful, both foretasted harms?

Not any mastery of paint or stone
Can ease the heart that sees how love divine
Spreads on the cross—to gather us—his arms.



Christian Burks

that woman remind me of cold wind blowln’ broke leaves through 
empty streets

that woman talks, thinks like a lonely city I once lived in 
where winter always was

that woman got this season in ’self hard—sounds funny, but it 
seems that severe freeze of outlook been burnt 
into her

that woman blow frost out eyes—good thing I knowed the city 
already, and left it long time ago, too 

that woman bitter, want to impart hurt to anythin’—trees or 
people, she don’t know or care the difference

I like spring from fence in country—whistle walk 
I partial to green and blue and air things 
I live, want to live, eager me—that hat tossed back 
I fiddle, stomp foot, chase little heifers hectic 
I know to touch soil, grin teeth cracks and—whoopee!

we talk low, by wheat and corn 
we laugh and cry, me happy, she tears
we try in’ to bring her off city man’s gray dead pavements 
we ain't gainin’ ground, but it don’t matter—she say she 

leavin’ 'morrow mornin’

goodbye, sweet lookin’ pessimis’ fog
goodbye, gray dressed, wind tossed lady—returnin’ without 

no reason
goodbye...but granpappy say city lady be back later, maybe 

fer good—whoopee!



if I am gone the extra day, 
if I am gone the extra day, 
listen across Big Pine Lake 
to mine poet, word, 
the loon.

t



poem for Christmas, 1972, u. s.

a chi Id is come, 
a chi Id is come.

there is a voice in you, as there is in me, 
that cries,
with all the knowing of each our lives, 

what
in the name of the holy
are you doing to the chiIdren?

as loud as you make your forgetting, 
still that question is in you. 
it Is the sound of commonest decency, 
and without it,
Christmas is your noise and your profit.
before who you are, who is human,
gifted to know some good,
before who you are,
there Is no poet, there is no voice.

(in the si lent 
holy night, 
a chiId is come)



short circuit

I spring is single heart, 
humble weed crazy praising: 
winter is gift, its sear.

II cold
my boots have packets of squeaky snow underneath the arch,
a false convex.
ha! blind white, white hour:
eerie sound snow, pain lean,
both stole away to poverty.
the candle of sun melts
in baby watercolors my face is burnt;
my life is wanting to be straw.

11 I not beautiful bird
red-breasted and poor little 
wonderful ugly.



Home for 
Christmas
Alan McVay

This was right before Christmas, 
and it was cold enough to make me 
angry—I always thought the cold 
shouldn't bother me. There wasn't 
any snow—just something wet that 
looked like it had been dragged from 
under the beds of houses where people 
sleep and don't clean. We were all 
lined up waiting for buses. Everyone 
was turned to see the bus first. There 
v/as a little pushing and people moved 
back and forth from the street. 'Ms 
that the First Street bus?*' "Have you 
got a quarter?" I couldn’t see any
thing anyway so I stood staring straight 
ahead, a view which included the run 
in one lady’s stocking, a tweed coat, 
a post, and indescribable quantities of 
free space.

The bus came, unimpeded by my not 
looking for it. My aunt grabbed my 
hand and we ascended.

"Excuse me. My little boy is 
going down to see his mother. Would 
you be kind enough to see that he 
doesn’t miss his stop? I want him to 
get off at Alice Street."

She took a dollar out of her 
purse—this is my aunt we’re talking 
about, and pushed the money at the 
driver.

He took in the street ahead of him. 
He looked at the dollar. 'M don’t make 
change," he said. They always said 
that. She was standing with her arm out 
in the middle of everything. She 
flapped the bill at him and tried to 
look endearing.

"No, you don’t understand. I want 
you to have this for your trouble."

He sighed. He pushed up on the 
visor of his cap and just looked ahead.

"I can’t do that lady."

She stuck the dollar in her purse. 
This is the part where she gets 
flustered.



"Well I don’t see why you can’t do one simple thing. I just don't 
see at a I I!"

A little old lady was sitting on the bench that goes sideways.
She put her hand on my shoulder and managed to say, "I can show your boy 
where Alice Street is."

My aunt turned on her. "I don't want you to go to any trouble—it 
really isn't necessary. It's very nice of you, but you don't have to."
She looked fiercely at the driver. "I'll just ride down with him and get 
a bus back."

"Really," the little old lady said, "it's no bother. I'd be happy 
to have company."

"Well if it's all right .... You be good Frank and do what the 
lady tells you. And thank, thank the lady. I'm glad there are still some 
decent people, not like ... . Well, thank you. Be good!"

She managed to get off the bus In the middle of her speech and deliver 
most of it to the doors as they closed.

Of course she hadn't paid anything. I never saw her pay for anything.

I got up and put the change in.

The little old lady patted the seat with her hand before I got to it. 
She had a big smile and she'd taken her glasses off.

It really isn't fair to call her a little old lady. That sounds as 
if I didn't even look at her. Actually she was one of those refined old 
women who always look clean and eat in dirty restaurants and stare at you 
imperiously if you're over twelve and if you aren't, they smile. She was 
a Iittle old lady.

"So you're going on a little trip? I must say you look nice. Is 
that a school uniform? Yes? Where do you go to school?"

"It's this hospital place."

"Are you sick? That's too bad. I guess it can't be helped." She 
looked at her own hands, which were red and swollen. She just looked.
Then she pretended she'd been looking at the bag I had.

"Are those presents for your Mom and Dad?"

"For my Mom."

"What do you mean? Don't you have a father?"

"Yeah—everybody's got a father. He just won't come home. He told 
me he wanted to see ^ if he could, but he hates sick people. He just 
couldn't come to the hospital or go home."

I don't know whether he ever said that or not; I couldn't remember



him, but it was something I knew and the old lady never could know. Why 
does anybody want to talk to me anyway?

I want to say here that the bus is moving while all this is going 
on. I don't want to be telling this and skip to another place without 
knowing how I came. I really don't know how to say anything about just 
going down the road. The streets had names, but I couldn’t see them and 
none of the places we passed were ones I can say anything about.

I know this is supposed to be about what I did at Christmas. I kept 
looking for things I could write about, some way to say something smart 
or to be hit by a feeling. But all there was was people, and nothing 
happened.

The guy across the aisle was a big fat guy, who kept looking at me 
out of the corner of his eyes. He had ridges on his neck and short bristly 
hair—maybe he was really bald. He wore a cap and the funny thing is I 
can't even remember if he had ears. His nose was short. Everything that 
was happening was his mouth and eyes. He talked with big motions of his 
lips and rolled his eyes. He was sitting with this girl—far enough away 
so that I could have sat between them on the bench. I only heard the 
middle of what he was saying.

”... understand that. I’ve had the same thing happen to me. I 
believe very strongly In the importance of feelings and in really being 
open. But how can anyone know another person? There's always a barrier 
you can't . . . ."

She was sitting very politely—I mean she was listening politely 
until she could get a chance to say what she was going to say. Her knees 
were very neatly together. Her hair was parted down the middle. She went 
on to say something about how she'd always wanted to do something impor
tant, to create something. I don’t remember the words, and I'm not going 
to make anything up.

A little further back, one guy was sitting with a girl—she obviously 
adored him. I kept thinking that he wasn’t sure what he thought about 
her. She’d said something and he was making his little speech.

’’You say you and Mary are In the same place you were a year ago.
You’ve decided to sit back in your little box. Well, you talk about 
people helping you, the only time they can is when they do something about 
you being stuck. Some of them will stand with you and just keep you 
alive, telling you you’re where you ought to be, that you can’t handle any 
more. One man will be strong enough to reach in and take you out. He 
can help. But when he has, can you ever see him again?”

Nobody could hear any more—I guess a lot of people were listening 
because he sounded confident. The kid behind me, a sort of skinny high 
school jock, slammed open his window and yelled, ’’Freddy!”

"Yeah!”

"What you doing?”



since the bus kept going we never found out.

I guess everybody lived right around where Freddy did. One after 
another they got off, staggering down the aisle as the bus bounced along, 
and waiting for the back doors to open. Every time anybody got out I 
thought I ought to get out too, even though I had a ways to go yet. The 
man with the cap said goodbye to his girlfriend and waddled out and across 
the street, walking with an old thin man, who wore clothes spattered with 
paint. There was a rustle of papers as the ladies with the Christmas 
packages got ready, and when they stood up. After they had gone I could 
see the whole bus.

There was only one person In back. He was stretched across the 
last seat, with his shoulder to the wall and his legs up on the cushion. 
His knee was drawn up and he had his hand on it. He was all angles and 
Iines.

He didn’t have an overcoat or anything, just a baggy tweed suit, the 
old-fashioned kind with straight shoulders and big pockets. He did have 
a scarf hanging from his neck.

He looked quiet.

It made me quiet too. I leaned forward and looked down at the floor 
and felt the air from the window that was still open. Once I looked up 
and he was still there, still looking straight ahead at the houses as we 
got further from the city.

Maybe I thought about what I was supposed to feel coming home or 
what it would feel like not to. 1 don’t know. There was something I was 
trying to remember. There was some idea I had of how things really should
be ....

"Kid, this is Alice coming up!"

"Thanks." I looked at the bus driver in the mirror and he was 
looking at me. The old lady had forgotten what she was doing and had Just 
been staring at me. I almost thought she was getting out too.

I bundled everything up very quickly and hustled up front. I went 
down the steps and Jumped to the street. I had to walk a little before 
I could get around the snow that was heaped up.

When I got to the sidewalk there was a big black dog. He loped 
toward me. I Just stopped.

I hated dogs. They terrified me. I’d never really seen any who 
weren't barking and I never knew what they’d do.

This one stood in front of me and barked. He Just kept going on and 
on. I stood and waited. I thought he was going to bite something, I kept 
thinking about my legs and my hands.



"Cool it Slick. You don’t have any call to make noise."

The man I saw on the bus was bending down next to me. The dog 
jumped into his arms and licked at his beard.

"Hey! Don't get so excited!"

The dog grabbed the end of the scarf and ran a few feet. Then he 
turned—looking at one of us, and then the other.

"I say keep it, you mutt. Frank, you go see if Slick'll give it up 
to you."

I looked at the man, and then just walked up to the dog, I took an 
end of the scarf. I pulled. The dog pulled back.

I saw a tweed-covered arm. The man handed me a snowball.

"Here, throw this for him."

I wanted to show him I could throw. I wished he'd think of me as 
somebody who could do things like that. I raised my arm and I saw the 
dog look at it—the throw was dismally short, the dog lurched out after 
the snowball.

The man grabbed the scarf and dropped it on my shoulders.

"That was just far enough. He's an old dog. I don't want he should 
run too much."

"Slick! You going to eat snow alI day? Come back here."

"I guess he'd be a good dog if he didn't live with strangers."

The man reached down toward the dog. His hand fluttered for just a 
minute and then he touched the fur on its back very lightly, with a soft 
stroking motion.

"You're probably hungry, right? If your mother's sent for you, you 
know she'll gush over you and tell you how you've grown. God knows when 
you'll get anything to eat. Let's see what we've got here."

He fished in his pockets with both hands and brought out a sandwich.

"I don't know what kind it is, but that's it."

He unwrapped it, and handed me half. He split the rest and held out 
his hand to the dog, who snapped it up. The man took what was left and 
wrapped it up again.

He watched me eat, and he watched the dog, but he didn't say any
thing. I didn't know what to say. I didn't think I could say or do what 
I wanted to.

Finally he moved out of his crouching position and streched up to 
his full height. A cigarette appeared. He lit it.



"I don’t suppose you ever sneak a smoke? No? You got the idea. I 
hear it stunts your growth."

I laughed and when I started so did he. He was the tallest man I’d 
ever seen.

A few flakes of snow fell and the wind began to take the smoke as it
rose.

He picked up my bag and slipped his arm under it.

"Come on. I’ll show you the way."

We both ran across the street and I followed him down a little path 
through the snow in a vacant lot. The street was a chorus of dogs who 
heard us coming.

"Don’t worry about the commentary—they’re barking at me, not you."

We turned down a street.

"Here. This is what you had to see. I look for this wherever I go. 
This is the place. It goes straight to the lake here, pointing out. You 
can’t get down to the water from this high but you can see farther than 
anywhere else.

"You can’t see across—you never can. But you have to look, because 
someday somebody will see across."

He turned and looked around at everything. He saw the tracks down 
below the hill and the old houses that were around us, close together.

"You see these places? They look terrible—well, they’re not used 
to being looked at. They look. All of them clumped up at the top here, 
trying to get a view. They can hear the trains every night and ail day 
they look out on the water. They’re just waiting.

"People come here to bring their kids up outside of the city.
Maybe some of them forget how important the kids were, spending every day 
looking out and hearing the trains. You can’t see that far in the city. 
You can’t see the wind.

"Some people take a place farther back, where it isn’t so cold.
They don’t want to see everything all the time."

These houses were all unpainted and sagging. Mostly they had parts 
added on. Around each one were little fences. They were about a foot 
high, in lengths of three feet. They were like garden fences, only nobody 
had a garden.

He picked up one of the white pieces and threw it far out across the 
tracks, over the trees and out into the water.

"Damn it! You can’t grow anything here! You Just die looking 
where you can’t go!"



I didn't look at the lake. I looked at him and the hard line of his
jaw.

"It'll be alI right," I said. "As long as you know some things you 
want to and don't just find out what you were afraid of."

"Frank, do you remember the happiest moment of your life?"

"There was one thing, I was thinking about it when I saw you on the 
bus. It wasn't much, not like anybody giving me something or I beat 
anybody. I guess I'd been really sick, i don't even remember not being 
sick before that. 1 just got up. it was slow lowering myself down from 
the bed. I felt heavy and like what I thought it was to be old.

"I looked around and there was nobody left on the floor. Nobody 
could see what I was doing—and even though I couldn't have, I thought I 
could see what I was doing.

"There was a window at the end of the row of beds, and a chair next 
to it. I got over to the chair and just collapsed into it.

"I felt quiet, I didn't hear myseif breathe or cough. There was a 
rim on the sky, glowing at me. It looked like a door had opened just a 
littie way and the light was streaming through...

"I don't know, i felt stronger."

My hand was at my chin; he touched it lightly and my eye followed 
his fingers to the snow. He scratched a square.

"What's that?"

I didn't know what he wanted, "it's a square."

"Ail right. It's a special shape." He pointed to one spot. "What 
would you see from here?"

I really didn't understand what he was saying. "What do you mean?"

"Looking in one direction, what would you see?"

"A straight line that never stops."

"Yeah. And across the square?"

"Another iine. A parallel line."

He put his hand into the snow and rubbed over the lines. "You know 
why you were happy? You turned the corner."

"Wait," I said. "There was one other thing. I had to read this one 
book because there wasn't anything else. It was all about some animals 
that talked. They were on an outing—they were going to skate but the 
ice was thin. One of them was a cat. He thought that if he took quick, 
light steps he wouldn't break the ice. I remember the book said that it



reaI Iy didn't make any difference. I'm glad it said that—I was really 
glad."

He looked at me for a while. He turned his back on the water and we 
started walking.

"This is as far as I go. Around the corner there's a bakery. You go 
and buy something fancy for your mother. Tell her, tell her... I don't 
know. You must know what to say as well as I do."

I wanted to have him come. I wanted that.

"What are you going to do?"

"Oh, me and Slick will find some place warm."

"There's one thing," I said. "I feel bad living like somebody's 
duty. I want to do for myself. I wish I could work!"

"Maybe I can get you a job."

"Doing what?"

"Being ugly."

I didn't understand. Why?

"Somebody has to do ft."

I looked at him and then back at the lake. Just a narrow strip 
opened next to the sky.

"Do I have to wear a suit?"



From Chaos 
to Purpose
Roger S. Peterson

/

My question tonight is. How have 
purposes arisen in the world?

The discussion that follows will 
provide a biologist’s answer. Indeed, 
since my part of the discussion will 
be based on dogmas of biology that 
have found favor during the past 40 
years, with little that is original 
of my own, I hope that it is biology’s 
answers that are to be recited, and 
not merely one biologist’s thoughts.

I shall present the so-called 
mechanistic view, that is, a view that 
employs efficient causes and mech
anical principles. Biological mech
anism stands upon the work of Rend 
Descartes and William Harvey in the 
17th century; upon the observations 
of ecologists Charles Darwin and Alfred 
Wallace in the i850’s; and upon the 
findings of geneticists such as Hugo 
de Vries around 1900. The ecological 
and genetic theories were synthesized 
by R. A. Fisher and J. B. S. Haldane 
in 1930 and 1932, to produce the 
current view.

What is the occasion now for re
presenting doctrines that are at least 
40 years old?—surely this will be an 
out-of-date lecture in comparison with 
others that we have heard during the 
school year. It is good to hear about 
research that is fresh from the presses 
or not yet to the presses. And we are 
not going to hear such news tonight.

My occasion is that evolutionary 
questions are still bothersome, and 
the views to be expressed are still 
controversial. Biology’s mechanistic 
answers are doubted by many non-biol
ogist philosophers, who continue at a 
high rate to produce articles in re
buttal. And it seems to me that the 
theses of their arguments are becoming, 
on the one hand, sillier and sill ier, 
or, on the other hand, more and more 
misleading. Let me exemplify.

What strikes me as a silly article 
has appeared in The Philosophical Review 
under the title, "The ConceivabiIity of
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Mechanism." Its author, Norman Malcolm, claims to "have uncovered two 
respects In which mechanism Is not a conceivable doctrine." He presents 
parts of this Inconceivable doctrine In some detail and finds that to 
argue for It would be a purposeful act; but he does not think purpose to 
be compatible with mechanism; therefore. If mechanism be true. It cannot 
be argued for. And Mr. Malcolm’s reason for thinking purpose and mech
anism Incompatible Is that mechanism claims to give a complete account 
of a human’s conscious acts. Such a complete account would then not re
quire us to take Into account a person’s Intentions and beliefs, he says. 
But we all Intuit that our Intentions and beliefs do affect our conscious 
acts. Therefore, mechanism’s supposed claim conflicts with an unshakable 
Intuition. But In fact mechanism does not conflict with Intentions and 
beliefs but rather, it tries to explain them. So, by thinking that mech
anism does too little, he concludes that mechanism does too much, and that 
therefore It is Inconceivable. That seems silly (as well as tortuous).

What strikes me as a mislead Ing argument was presented from this 
lectern in 1968. The lecturer juxtaposed the biological mechanists, who, 
he said, reject the notion of purpose In nature, with the organicists, 
who "claim that purpose and action for an end Is present in the behavior 
of animals and In the development of their internal structures." The 
lecture favored purpose, and therefore organ I clsm. But again, mechanists 
do not reject purpose; rather, as In the present lecture, they undertake 
to explain according to physical and chemical laws how purpose came to 
be. Biologists may be odd, but none of the many in my acquaintance Is so 
unconventional as to claim, for Instance, that when Fido scratches on the 
door or fetches his empty dinner pan, he acts for no purpose. Far from 
saying that Darwinism drops purpose, we may follow Asa Gray in observing 
that "In Darwinism, usefulness and purpose come to the front again as 
working principles of the first order; upon them. Indeed, the whole system 
rests." More broadly, I claim that mechanism is not opposed to organ- 
icism at all, although It opposes other doctrines that can be attached 
to organicism. What the lecture in question had to say about organicism 
seemed to me useful, and what it said about mind-body dualism seemed 
really excellent and mechanistic; only what It called "mechanism" seemed 
mis IeadIng.

My occasion tonight, then. Is to address an audience that has, I 
think, been misled on the subject of mechanism.

Before we ask where purpose has come from, we must ask. What j_s purpose

Perhaps, by means of a Cartesian self-analysis, our first Idea of 
"purpose" will be that it is the object of our will or design or desire or 
at least of our intention; a purpose is a foreseen goaI. Some philosophers 
have chosen to stick with such a narrow meaning. Most, however, would go 
on to observe that the word "purpose" is commonly used more broadly. For 
instance, even persons who would deny that a dog has will, intention, or 
foresight would say (in my example of a moment ago) that Fido’s "purpose" 
in scratching was to obtain ingress or egress; and his "purpose" in fetching 
his dinner pan was to obtain food. Similarly, many persons would say that 
the "purpose" (or function) of lungs and gills is to enable animals to



breathe in air and in water, respectively; here there Is no question of will, 
intention, or foresight. A broad definition to include such examples would 
make "purpose" synonymous with "goal" and "end"; so that any goaI-directed 
activity is purposive activity. Purpose is that "for the sake of which." 
Purposes themselves are not observed (except the conscious purposes in our
selves); they must be inferred from evidence. And what evidence is pertinent? 
If we observe that in a windstorm a stone falIs from a roof and kills a 
passer-by, are we to infer that the fall was purposeful? No, because we have 
no evidence that the stone’s flight was directed toward the goal of hitting 
the passer-by. We would, I think, want at least one of three kinds of 
evidence before we would suppose the fall to be purposeful: first, under 
some circumstances evidence that an inordinately large percentage of falling 
stones ^ hit passers-by might be convincing; or, second, the detection of 
a director such as a person who could have loosened the stone at the time 
appropriate for homocide; or, third, the observation that this particular 
falling stone so maneuvered as to counter evasive actions taken by the pro
spective victim, or to counter forces that tended to distract it from its 
path toward the victim. Lacking any of these, we would probably say that 
the death was accidental ratiier than purposive. Or, if it be already granted 
that the paths of stone and passer-by would meet at one time and place, we 
say that the impact was by simple, mechanical necessity, and neither accidental 
nor purposive: there was no alternative, and therefore no reason to ask 
"what for?" We ask "What are lungs and gills for?" but we do not ordinarily 
ask "What do stones fall for?"

It seems to me that those who wish to restrict the definition of "purpose" 
to intentional or foreseen goals are relying wrongly on the concept of 
consciousness. They are claiming that a purpose Is a conscious goal, one 
that is intended and consciously sought. But this seems to be an unreasonable 
restriction, or at least it is a restriction not related to common speech.
We can speak of Dagwood’s purposeful midnight visits to the Bumstead 
refrigerator equally well, whether Dagwood is awake or asleep, that is, 
conscious or not conscious. The goaI-directedness of goaI-directed activity 
is not affected, I should say, by someone’s awareness of the activity.
That is, the activity (or structure or process) is equally purposeful whether 
the organism in which it occurs is conscious of it or not. Critics have 
claimed that the ascription of purpose to organisms, other than to the few 
species in which consciousness has recently evolved, is being anthropocentric. 
My reaction is, that if a critic insists upon seeing anthropocentrism in 
all sfatements about goals, we can only hope that he will learn to free 
himself from his anthropocentric bias. (3oaI-directed activity has been 
around much, much longer than has avdpwiios.

So, the phenomena which I shall call purposeful include not only human 
designs and Fido’s behavior but also such disparate items as the ever
growing teeth of a horse, the fierce protectiveness of a mother grizzly 
(or of a mother human), the beating of a heart, and the presence of light
capturing chlorophyll in most plants. All organisms are clearly adapted, 
in structure and behavior, for the purpose of living where they live and how 
they live. Allow me, for fun, to mention some of my favorite examples of 
adaptive phenomena.

First example. Flowers in general serve the purpose of reproduction, 
and colorful flowers in particular serve to attract pollinating organisms 
that provide for a vital step in sexual reproduction of plants. Some of



the most elaborate flowers are those of orchids. In a few species of orchid 
there is produced, in the female part of the flower, a complex structure 
that has the size, shape, color, and aroma of certain female wasps. The real 
male wasps are attracted by these pseudo-wasps and attempt to copulate 
with them. One does not know about the degree of sexual satisfaction attained. 
But in the process Mr. Wasp rubs a conveniently placed, sticky bunch of 
pollen, which adheres to him. Should he visit another pseudo-wasp, some of 
that pollen will be delivered to it, and the plant, not the wasp, will have 
achieved a sexual triumph.

Second example, also an orchid, which was discovered in Madagascar.
Its nectar is hidden at the end of a narrow tube up to 11 inches long.
Charles Darwin, who was a close student of orchids, therefore predicted that 
there would be discovered in Madagascar a species of moth with a proboscis 
10 to II inches long—a prediction greeted as "preposterous" by some 
students of moths. Unfortunately it was not untiI 20 years after Darwin's 
death that the moth was found (and named praedieta). Its proboscis, of 
course, when extended deep Inside the flowers, serves to transfer pollen 
between orchids.

Lastly, of my favorites, an example of instinct. Certain birds 
including some warblers are born with an accurate knowledge—or at least, 
right opinion—of some astronomical facts. In particular they know the 
patterns of a number of constellations and use these patterns for purposes 
of navigation. Migrating by night between Europe and Africa, the birds’ 
navigational system properly takes into account the earth’s rotation and 
passage of the seasons so that sightings of the stars provide guidance in 
their fIight.

So much for what I mean by "purpose." Now, how did purposes come to be?

First let me offer an answer based upon faith in God, to show its 
relation to the biologists’ answer. The theist says. Purpose came from God; 
He beautifully fitted means to ends so that organisms might prosper and 
multiply. My comment on this answer is the same as Charies Darwin’s, namely. 
Yes! If, as Aristotle says, (Bod holds together all of nature, or if the 
cosmos is merely an ornament of (Bod-head, or if, most f und amenta I i y, (Bod is 
the Ground of Being itself, then God gave us purpose, and gave all the 
structures and functions and behavior that act purposively. The scientist, 
however, asks a further question: 1^ did God do these things? It is to 
this question that Darwin and other natural philosophers address themselves, 
and they regard as strange that some convinced theists should associate 
purpose only with miracle!

Descartes (in his Piscourse on Method) offered a general answer to 
the question of how God works;

It is certain, and further it is an opinion commonly received 
by theologians, that the action by which God now preserves Cthe 
world] is just the same as that by which He at first created it.
Thus, even had he initially given the world no other form than chaos, 
provided that the laws of nature had once been established and He had



lent His aid that nature should follow those laws, we may well 
believe, with no outrage to the miracle of creation, that by 
this means alone all things which are purely material might in 

, the course of time have become such as we observe them to be at 
present. And their nature is much easier to understand when we 
see them coming to pass little by little in this manner, than 
were we to consider them as alI complete to begin with.

I submit that it is on this philosophic foundation, embracing presumptions 
of causality and uniformitarianism, that science is based.

Darwin accepted Descartes* answer. Changes that came to pass little 
by little, in accordance with natural laws, for Darwin provided an explana
tion of the progression from an initial chaos to all biological phenomena, 
such as purposes including conscious purposes.

The idea of evolution had been around for 2300 years before Darwin.
What Darwin and his contemporary, Alfred Wallace, independently added to the 
then-current evolutionary theory was a different account of how its gradual 
changes came about. Their explanation was mechanical and statistical. And, 
although our last lecturer on evolutionary biology assumed that there was 
no need to review that answer, I think that the subsequent discussion proved 
him wrong. Therefore, however familiar the story, I shall recite (with 
examples) the elements of the mechanical explanation.

Darwin and Wallace noted, with Thomas Maithus, that only some of the 
organisms that are born survive to adulthood. They claimed that variations 
in a group of organisms would be apt to determine which individuals would 
survive. Of plants, the greenest; of plant-eaters, the fleetest; of carni
vores, the fiercest or most clever would (other things being equal) be most 
likely to survive and reproduce. Thus, insofar as these variations were 
heritable, greenness and fleetness and fierceness vrauld tend to increase.
The process was called "natural selection," although Darwin noted that 
"natural preservation" would have been a better term.

Darwin admitted that he did not know how variation arose, but merely 
noted its presence in all known species. His first-expressed view sup
posed that variations arise by chance, since most of them are harmful rather 
than helpful, and much of the selection that goes on has to.do with elimin
ating the harmful variations rather than with promoting the helpful ones. 
However, Darwin was terribly uncomfortable with this notion, which has been 
called the paradox of evolution: that progress should be based on chance 
variation. A year after publication of Origin of Species Darwin wrote, *’1 
am conscious that I am in an utterly helpless muddle. I cannot think that the 
world, as we see it, is the result of chance; and yet I cannot look at each 
separate thing as the result of design." He therefore retreated into the 
doctrine cal led Lamarckism, that each separate adaptation arises neither by 
chance nor by overall design, but by gradual changes that are directed by 
activities of individual organisms. For instance, a giraffe stretches to 
reach food, and its neck becomes longer. Unfortunately, as Darwin knew, there 
was no proof that the results of a giraffe's neck-stretching are heritable.
And even now there is no such proof, nor even any respectable evidence. The 
field is left to chance variation, and in particular to the chance mutations 
that have been found in the material of heredity, the material that mainly 
determines what an organism shall be.



By ’’chance" Is meant the Incidental or accidental coming together of two 
previously unrelated chains of events. For example, If 1 am struck by a meteor 
as I leave the building tonight, only a few of you will ascribe, as the cause 
of this event, the character of my lecture or the foibles of my other recent 
behavior. I'tost of you will probably consider it a chance event, a coincidental 
coming together of two previously unrelated chains of events, namely the 
lecturer’s progress along his homeward path, and the Earth’s passage through 
some celestial debris. By a chance mutation, then, is meant a change in the 
genetic material that does not follow from past activities of the organism, 
nor from future effect on the organism, but rather, follows from unrelated 
events such as a cosmic ray’s hitting the reproductive cells.

Expressed in terms of modern theory, then, the paradox of evolution is 
the apparent contradiction between, on the one hand, the purposefulness of 
organic nature, and on the other, the chanciness or randomness of evolutionary 
processes, particularly of genetic mutation.

The answer to my opening question—How has purpose arisen in the world?— 
is precisely this process of randomness, coupled with natural selection.
Every organism develops as a result of interactions of genetic material 
with its environment. The genetic material provides a program for develop
ment, and even for behavior—behavior such as the migration of our celestially 
navigating warblers, or the learning capacity of a human baby. A random 
mutation, usually the substitution of one nucleic acid for another somewhere 
in the genetic material, creates a new program. The new program is not 
likely to be much different from the old; a major change would be unlikely 
to survive because the parts of the new program would not be in harmony 
with one another. What is important is that the change can be in any di
rection from the old. Including the direction of greater complexity, i^ajor 
changes come about by a step-wise succession of small steps. For instance, 
if the environment favors large size, the pressure of selection could continue 
to increase size in a group of organisms in small steps for very long periods, 
as is well documented for the 60 million years of history of the horse tribe.

Let’s look at those horses, about as big as fox terriers, running around 
60 million years ago in forests of an area that will later be called north
western New Mexico. Let’s suppose that a mutation occurs in some individual's 
reproductive cells, so that now Enzyme B, rather than the usual Enzyme A, 
is programmed by the genetic material. The new characteristic won’t show up 
for a while; perhaps it will come in a grandchild of the horse in which the 
mutation occurred. When it does show up, let us suppose that it leads to a 
runny nose, twitchy toes, and a belly-ache after eating carrots. If any of 
these results adversely affects the probability of our proto-horse’s finding 
a mate and reproducing, the mutant gene will tend to disappear from horse-dom, 
by selection. Enzyme B wiI I have been shown to be a bit less adapted than 
Enzyme A to the business of living. No evolution will have occurred. (A dis
appointing example.)

Let’s try again. Suppose that a second mutation occurs in another egg 
or sperm of our original animal, leading to the production of Enzyme C.
Enzyme C, it turns out, leads to an increased twinkle in the eyes of some 
descendant, and also to the continued growth of that descendant’s teeth. 
Unfortunately, that twinkle was lost to horse-dom because the proto-horse 
died young: its teeth elongated faster than their tips were worn down by 
browsing on the shrubs that provided fodder in those New Mexican forests, so 
that by the time he was two years old the little fellow’s mouth would hardly



open, and he died of starvation. With him died his mutant gene. Again, 
no evolution occurred.

Let’s try once again. Let us suppose that Enzyme C appears again, 
a million years later, due to a repetition of the mutation—the same sub
stitution of nucleic acids. Again, in some descendant we see the twinkling 
eyes and the ever-growing teeth. But we do not see the same, sad story 
of premature death. This time the Sierra Nevada, rising to the west, has 
cast its rain-shadow over the region, and the forest is dying. For the first 
time in Earth's history, plants called grasses are spreading over the plains. 
And grasses, however soft-looking, are tougher on teeth than are shrubs.
In fact, the proto-horse population has dwindled to a few small herds because 
there are not enough shrubs for a large population, and the standard teeth 
could not handle much grass. Now our Individual with the ever-growing teeth 
is at a great advantage. He wins mates in the twinkling of an eye and 
passes on his modified genetic program to several foals every year. Further
more, because he Is healthier than his fellows with the worn-down teeth, 
there will be more years in his future for eating the silica-rich grasses 
and siring new offspring. In only a few generations, all members of his herd 
will have the new-style teeth, and horses will repopulate the plains.
Evolution—a change in the frequency of programs of development—will have 
occurred.

But how does this series of examples concern my claims about purpose? 
Simply this: present-day ana Iysis-shows that the new-style horses had teeth 
much better-adapted for the purpose of eating grass. Yet there is no question 
of final cause, no problem of explaining how the need for continued growth 
of teeth caused teeth to grow, because it did not. The ability to eat grass 
was achieved repeatedly in horse-dom by mutations that are accounted for by 
mechanical causality. In all instances except its last occurrence, the 
mutation did not help the animals to survive, that is, it served no purpose, 
and it died out. Only the later observer, who did not see how the genetic 
program changed by mutation, will be puzzled by the beautiful adaptation of 
horses's teeth to the consumption of silica-rich grass; only he will find 
design where there was no design.

These examples have been Intended to show that innovation can arise 
by selection of chance variations. If one accepts that proposition, he is 
in position to throw away about 60^ of all the essays on evolution by non
biologists, and a few by biologists. For instance, an article by one of our 
tutors in Philosophy of Science claimed, on some unstated, metaphysical 
basis, that mechanism couId not explain purpose because—and I quote— 
"Organization can logically proceed only so far upward in nature as we 
postulate a transcending essence above to effect it." This also seems to be 
the view of Teilhard de Chardin, a respected paleontologist, when he writes 
about the necessity of an Omega Point in evolution. These views I would 
classify as Platonic realism, a view in part rejected by Aristotle and wholly 
rejected by science in the 17th and 18th centuries, when observations of 
phenomena again came to be regarded as crucial. The phenomena—what we see— 
may be mere shadows of some essence; perhaps they merely flicker on the walI 
of Plato's cave. Nonetheless, went the argument, they are what we see, and 
we can't see anything else. Let us ascribe reality to them rather than to 
the hypothetical eCdn of which they are shadows. Let us regard populations 
rather than types as the real components of the natural world. And let us 
reject Plato's dictum, in The Republic, that "If it be our design to become



truly acquainted with astronomy, we shall let the heavenly bodies alone."
And especially let us do this because it appears that we can construct a 
science that is coherent, sufficient, even complete (we hope) without 
reference to ciSn or other metaphysicai entities, given only a chaos of 
substance.

Based on this argument we can say that the claim, "Organization can 
logicaily proceed only so far upward in nature as we postulate a transcending 
essence above," must be based on some axiom or article of faith that is 
irrelevant to the scientific enterprise. Science knov/s nothing about trans
cending essences (because it does not need them for what it sees as its task). 
For alI we know, nature may be able to proceed upward without Iimit, just as 
Lucretius thought. The process of evolution appears to be unbounded at 
least so long as the environments in which organisms live are changing. And 
inasmuch as organisms form one another’s environments, there appears to be 
no end to such change.

The mistake of invoking design or transcendent essence to explain 
evolutionary processes has been with us constantly in the 113 years since 
Darwin elucidated a simpler alternative. Sometimes the invocation of design 
arises from an emotional response; a feeling that some article of our faith 
is threatened by concession of any process to chance. Always, in my experi
ence, the imputation of design to evolutionary processes involves some lack 
of understanding of those processes on the part of the imputer—and I say 
that firmly, even while admitting that there are doubtless aspects of their 
theory that the Darwinians themselves do not understand. Aside from 
transcendent essences, the critics bring up several sorts of empirical 
facts which, they claim, poke holes in the accepted theory. For instance, 

they claim that some characteristics of organisms arose before they could 
have been useful, or that some (such as death) have arisen that could never 
be useful and therefore are inexplicable by natural selection; they claim the 
existence of a momentum in evolution which carries trends of development in 
straight Iines beyond the limit of usefulness; they claim violations of laws 
of thermodynamics and of statistics. And all of these claims, or at least 
alI that^I have seen, are nonsense, and wiII tend to be forgotten as high- 
school biology courses improve.

Another, more interesting sort of mistake has been with us in recent 
decades, and does not yet seem to be decreasing. It arises among philosophers 
who wish to defend mechanistic principles by showing how statements about 
purpose are translatable" into statements that are devoid of purposive 
content. For instance, when a paleontologist or physiologist observes that 
"The function (or purpose or goal) of ever-growing teeth in horses is to 
enable horses to eat grass," some commentators become uneasy. Last year 
a lecturer on this platform made a sarcastic comment about biologists who 
even make such statements, whether or not translatabie. This unease, I 
claim, arises from an incomplete understanding of the biological enterprise 
Let's examine attempts at "translation."

Ernest Nagel's attempt is the best-known. In his 1961 book.
The Structure of Science, he wrote that a teleological statement like this 
one, in the form

teeth horses eat grass 
X in Y is to do Z



translates to two non-teleologlcal statements,

(i) X is necessary in Y to do Z (an observation);

(il) Y is goaI-directed (and this fact, says Nagel, 
can be explained mechanistically).

This schema doesn’t go far enough for Michael Ruse, who is perhaps the 
most recent commentator on this little Scholastic exercise, in a last 
year’s issue of Philosophy of Science. He prefers:

(i) ^ does ^ by using X (again, an observation);

(i!) >< is an adaptation.

Ruse claims that his (ii) can be explained mechanistically; he further 
emphasizes that his (ii) does not imply that ^ is goaI-directed.

It does not seem worthwhile to discuss the relative merits of 
these and other proposed "translations," for one reason, that none 
of them accomplish the goal of creating statements that seem devoid of 
purposive content. To do that it is necessary, I suppose,to bring in the 
genetic program, W:

(i) ^^ (including X) (noting that W arose by chance
mutation, followed by selection).

(i i ) ^ does ^ by us i ng X.

(Animals with Programs W2 and W3, which do not give X, could not do Z, 
and died.) But this has even fewer attributes of a translation than 
did the others. Even if it did look like a "translation" we should ask 
whether the game is worth the effort. I think that it is not. If "X 
is in Y to do Z" were a claim about causality, it would indeed be un
satisfactory in that form, because we know of no way in which Z could 
have been causal. But "X in Y is to do Z" is not a claim about causality. 
It is an analysis of observations about purpose, a teleological analysis, 
related to the analysis that we employed to determine whether the 
falling stone was or was not purposeful. The feeling on the part of 
philosophers, that "translations" must be possible if organisms are to 
be regarded as physical entities, no doubt arose because biology con
tinues to include this kind of analysis, even though it was largely 
dropped by the physical sciences in the 17th and 18th centuries. In 
all branches of biology, teleological analysis is common and important.
For instance, when Darwin saw the orchid with its nectar in an ll-inch 
spur, he assumed that the spur served some purpose. By analysis of 
the shape and color and flowering habits of the orchid, he deduced 
that the purpose was to attract a moth, whose proboscis must be II" 
long, in order that the moth might obtain food and the orchid be 
fertilized. Phrases such as "the purpose was" and "in order that" 
would sound strange in an account of atoms or molecules, but they 
are perfectly appropriate to biology because organisms are programmed 
toward the accomplishment of such purposes. In this instance Darwin 
correctly predicted the existence of a species of moth. Thousands 
of other instances of teleological analysis have been similarly



productive, for instance in the prediction of evolutionary mechanisms 
or metabolic pathways or patterns of behavior. Teleological analysis 
helps us to understand, almost whatever one’s definition of "understand." 
Therefore it would seem strange to biologists and biochemists of the past 
40 years to belittle the importance of this kind of analysis, even by a 
sarcastic remark.

Furthermore, teleological analysis has led to an understanding that 
the purposes of all goaI-directed structures and actions of organisms can 
be resolved into a single, underlying purpose, namely the survival and 
increase of the genetic patterns in which the structures and action are 
programmed. It is this common denominator that made possible Balzac's 
dictum that "There exists but one animal. The Creator used only one pattern 
for all organized beings." This single purpose can be used in a defin it ion 
of life...but that is another topic.

Because of this singleness of purpose, any structure or behavior, In 
order that we may understand it, can first be investigated in light of the 
question, howdoes it help the organism’s genetic pattern to survive and 
increase? The investigator will rarely be disappointed, whether he wishes 
to stop with teleological analysis or go on to causal mechanisms.

Causal analysis of biological functions will merely provide an elaboration 
of this statement, W —^ Y (including X). A causal account of the continuing 
growth, throughout its lifespan, of a horse’s teeth, must trace pathways of 
chemical reactions; it must eventually discover Enzyme C (and many other 
molecules). After finding how Enzyme C reacts, the causal analyst will 
perhaps go on to identify the genetic material on which Enzyme C is produced. 
And finally, for a complete mechanistic account, the analyst would have to 
look back 59 mi 11 ion years to the mutation that caused Enzyme C to be 
programmed, and even to the drought that caused the mutation to be preserved.

Unlike these translations (Nagel’s and Ruse’s), the complete mechanistic 
account involves an historical element. I believe that it is largely because 
the philosophers have ignored this element that their "translations" have 
not been persuasive. Not satisfied that the "translations" of a Nagel or a 
Ruse are sufficient in terms of efficient cause and mechanical principles, 
other philosphers are driven to strange claims, for instance that they have 
"uncovered two respects In which mechanism is not a conceivable doctrine." 
Fortunately for these philosophers, the editors of some philosophical 
journals are either equally confused or very broad-minded.

I would be glad to extend my account of purpose in two directions from 
the time of those proto-horses: backward to the beginnings of life on Earth, 
3000 million years ago, or forward to the last few million years when 
consciousness, and more important, when imagination have arisen. In the 
earlier, relatively uncomplicated instance, it would be easy to see how every 
new adaptation contributed directly to the survival or increase of the various 
species of molecular structure. Organisms were genetic material, and no 
analysis of genetic programs would be necessary. In the examination of 
conscious purpose, however, the matter becomes very complex indeed, and the 
argument often becomes emotional. For such a discussion I’d rather have you 
in the easy chairs of the discussion room than the hard chairs of the Great 
Hall. At this time let me merely make two claims about the analysis of 
conscious purposes that might ease that task, should we want to continue it.



Firstly, let me distinguish Imaginative purpose from conscious purpose, 
although I admit that I’ve never heard the distinction made before. Let us 
suppose that barn swallows are not conscious beings; but nonetheless, when, 
for the first time confronted with a barn, one of them imagined a nest in 
it, and worked to make that image a reality of mud and straw. The image, 
not some conscious intent, was the goal of the bird’s activity; and because 
it was an image in his brain, it played a role in the mechanical causality 
that led to the nest. Confusion of the roles of imagination and of con
sciousness has, I suspect, led to some of the overemphasis on the distinct
ness of conscious purpose. Secondly, let me point out a way in which 
present purposes are apt to differ from the old purposes, such as "to eat 
grass," that we have been talking about. Not every purpose that we experience 
in ourselves or analyze in others has been subjected to natural selection; 
analysis will therefore not necessarily show that a high percentage of such 
purposes do in fact contribute to the propagation of our genetic material.
But this is because of their newness, not because they are conscious. If 
these claims be granted, I think that conscious purposes will turn out to be 
little different from any other purposes.

In summary, I have argued that the purposive development and behavior 
of organisms has resulted from random, chemical changes, which are sub
sequently channeled by non-random selection. With Lucretius, I claim that 
it was not by design that the atoms came together, but,

since from infinite time many atoms in many ways, kept in motion by 
blows and being stirred by their own weight, were always being carried 
along and coming together in every possible fashion and trying all 
the combinations that could be created as they joined each other, 
it naturally resulted that the atoms, having been tossed through 
great ages, trying every manner of combination and motion, at length 
came together into those combinations from which, once they are formed, 
there often arise the beginnings of mighty things, of the earth, and 
the sky, and of the race of living creatures.

What could survive, did survive, and therefore appears as though designed 
to survive. fA^re precisely, o'.'iy the genetic material which tended to 
produce successfuI programs did produce programs; and therefore appeared as 
though designed to produce them.

Purpose arose from Descartes’ chaos by selection of chance variation.



A Reply to 
Mr Peterson
Donald Knight

I. Last winter my colleague, Fbger 
Peterson, gave a Friday night lecture en
titled "From Chaos to Purpose," in which 
he set about to provide "a biologist’s 
answer" to the question "How have pur
poses arisen in the world?" The lecture 
certainly stimulated my thoughts on the 
subject matter and has served as a com
mon source for many discussions I have 
had within the College. However, I have 
never felt comfortable with the overalI 
point of view expressed. Before saying 
why I was left i11 at ease, perhaps I 
should summarize the main points of the 
lecture to which I would like to speak. 
This I shat I do with three quotations:

I. ...mechanists do not reject purpose; rather... they undertake 
to explain according to physical and chemical laws how 
purpose came to be.

II. Phrases such as "the purpose was" and "in order that" would 
sound strange in an account of atoms or molecules, but they 
are perfectly appropriate to biology because organisms are 
programmed toward the accomplishment of such purposes.

III. ...any structure or behavior, in order that we may understand 
it, can first be investigated in light of the question, how 
does it help the organism’s genetic pattern to survive and 
increase? ...Teleological analysis helps us to understand, 
almost whatever one's definition of "understand." Therefore 
it would seem strange to biologists and biochemists of the 
past 40 years to belittle the importance of this kind of 
ana Iysis...

2. The lecturer claims in the first quotation that mechanists undertake 
to give an explanation of purpose "according to physical and chemical laws."
(I do not think there is a distinction between explaining purpose and ex
plaining "how purposes came to be" in the lecture itself; e.g., I quote,
"...in fact mechanism does not conflict with intentions and beliefs but 
rather, it tries to explain them.") What are purposes? Kinds of programmes, 
on an analogy with computer programmes. What are examples of such programmes? 
I quote: "...the phenomena which I shall call purposeful include not only 
human designs and Fido’s behavior but also such disparate items as the ever
growing teeth of a horse, the fierce protectiveness of a mother grizzly (or of 
a mother human), the beating of a heart, and the presence of light-capturing 
chlorophyll in most plants."

3. I would like to claim that the history of post-Aristotelian science 
and philosophy contains numerous attempts to show that an explanation of 
purpose, qua programme, and thereby "according to physical and chemical 
laws," is a misconceived endeavour. In brief, the argument goes like 
this: An explanation is a kind of deduction; that is, one has explained 
an event when that event under a certain description is the conclusion of 
an argument whose premisses include certain laws and other relevant



descriptions of "causally" related events. If the laws cited in such an 
explanation are those of the modern mechanists (i.e., laws of physics and 
chemistry), then there is a restriction upon the kind of descriptions the 
events to be explained can have. Classically, this has meant that since 
mechanism did not recognize events described under the rubric of purpose, 
its laws could not explain these events. Logically, this is just the 
claim that one cannot have in the conclusion of an argument more than 
there is in the premisses. And since the premisses of mechanism do not 
include "purpose" terms, there is no way that such laws can explain (be 
used to derive) events which are described in terms of purposes. The ob
vious principle behind this position is that there must be a compatibility 
between a theory (its laws and primitive and defined terms) and the events 
it explains. It would appear, then, that a mechanist could not explain 
purposes, since he has no such terms or concepts in his theoretical lan
guage. (For the completion of this argument, see para. 6.)

4. Now it should be clear what I think about the second quotation 
from the lecture. The lecturer is right about the strangeness of the 
language of purpose in physics and chemistry, though that is no argument 
against such usage. But because he wants to use these latter sciences to 
account for biological "facts," he must also admit that such language 
would be strange there also.

5. Perhaps the part of the lecture with which I was most unsympathetic 
was the analysis and rejection of even the attempt by certain modern 
philosophers of science to resolve the difficulties mentioned above when 
explaining purposes within the theory of chemistry and physics. I do not 
have any good quotations to summarize the lecture on this subject. However, 
what these philosophers have been trying to do is to develop a language 
which will let one describe the old "purposive" events in other, non- 
purposive terms. It is clear why this is needed. One cannot explain 
purposes with theories that recognize no such events (facts) in their 
language. Because the theories of physics are so powerful, and inclusive, 
philosophers of science have set about the obvious task of describing the 
"purposeful" events in a language which will both preserve the event and 
rid the description of its purpose-language. Insofar as a person wants
to be a consistent mechanist, as does the lecturer, these philosophers 
are helpmates in the enterprise of mechanistic explanation.

6. A question arises: What if these translation attempts prove 
successful? That is, what if one can completely describe purposes in the 
language of physics and chemistry? I assume that the lecturer would claim 
that this is in fact what has been done or is about to be done; i.e., 
purposeful events are being (have been) described in the language of 
"genetic and conditioned programs." What, then, remains of purposes? In 
some sense, they are no more. They may exist in our everyday language; 
that is, we may talk about purposes. But in the laboratory, as scientists, 
we talk of programmes. And in so far as science is attempting an ultimate 
explanation of the world, one must assume that programmes are what there
is, not purposes. This is why Nagel says that he hopes to 'formulate in 
genera I...terms the distinguishing structure of 'goaI-directed* systems 
Cthose showing purposes!!, but in such a way that the analysis is neutral 
with respect to assumptions concerning the existence of purposes or the 
dynamic operation of goals as instruments in their own realization..."*
(That probably requires a rereading.) The situation in biology regarding



purposes is analogous to what took place in the history of science when 
the temperature of a gas was identified as its kinetic energy. Viewed 
from the theory, one would have to say that science has replaced "temper
ature" in its vocabulary with "kinetic energy." And since the theory 
tells us what there is, one would have to say that there is kinetic 
energy, but there is no temperature. (Of course, we will measure in 
the laboratory in the same way.) Thus, in our own example, one would 
now speak of programmes in biological organisms, not purposes. On this 
view, the lecturer should have claimed that he was showing hov/ purpose 
talk (and thereby purposes) is done away within biology, or better put, 
how they are explained away, rather than speaking of how they (purposes) 
are exp lained.

7. There is another question, however: What if the translation 
attempts being considered above ultimately fail? One cannot then fall 
back upon mechanism and still expect it, if my analysis is correct, to 
explain purposive events. I would claim that rather this failure would 
lead to a kind of serious crisis within science of the kind Thomas Kuhn 
describes. For one's events and one's theory have parted company.
The theory proves to be too sparse to account for all the "facts." But 
the resolution of this incompatibility between theoretical language and 
experiential language is not, I repeat, a resort to mechanism. Rather 
one must come up v/ith some other theory, as powerful as mechanism, but 
more inclusive, since the basic claim causing the crises in science is 
that mechanism leaves something out. And being monists at heart, we 
want everything included. But the burden of proof is upon those who 
claim that mechanism is inadequate, for they must come up with that more 
inclusive theory, which thus far, has not been forthcoming with any great 
and general success, though A. Whitehead^ may have done something in 
this direction. '

8. What then to make of the biologists' constant use of purpose talk?
In the third quotation from the lecture, it is claimed that it would be 
foolish to reject teleological analysis, by which is meant, I assume, 
that it would be foolish to reject an approach which can ask the quest
ion:^ What is the purpose of this thing? And this is perhaps correct, 
for it has been a powerful question within the history of the biolog
ical sciences (at least). But while it has served this function, it
has always been kept, with few exceptions, out of the structure of the 
theory itseIf. And the theory is the ultimate explainer of the material 
under investigation. Thus, while the biologist has asked "What is the 
purpose...?", he has remained a mechanist, as has the lecturer. But what 
this amounts to is simply having to recognize that purpose talk will re
main within the mechanists' camp only as a heuristic device, as a tool.
It will never take its place within the theory proper, whose basic pre
miss or assumption (almost) is that purpose talk is unnecessary in the 
final explanation.

9. Before ending, I want to speculate on why one keeps purpose talk 
around even in the scientific laboratory. Already I have suggested that 
it is a heuristic device. There are perhaps other reasons. After all, 
those who were committed to the ether or phlogiston or action-at-a-distance 
could really never easily think any other way. A new generation had to 
make its appearance before these "old friends" disappeared. "Purposes" 
are old friends. Our common sense language does not exclude such talk.



But as monists we must recognize that our scientific talk (if we believe 
what we say about it) is making the ultimate claims about reality. The 
fact is that the claims about reality embedded in our common language 
may well be in conflict with our science. But if the scientific en
deavour is ultimately satisfactory (in its present mode), as an account 
of the world, we know deep down that we must give up the claims to what 

which are implicit within our common speech. We do this in order to 
ultimately have a language which does not present itself as an alternate 
metaphysics to the claims of science.

10. There may be another reason not to want to give up purpose talk. 
Perhaps I am in this camp; that is, one might have a secret hope that 
there really are purposes (even to the point that I had one in writing 
this paper and the lecturer one in giving his lecture) and that such 
facts are the ultimate bulwark against a scientific view, via mechanism, 
which otherwise threatens to take over the mind of man. If we can hold 
on to purposes as facts, maybe the theory called mechanism will finally 
have to give way to something new, and more inclusive—perhaps a theory 
that includes all of us.
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