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Bill O'Grady died in his sleep on January 6, 1986; his death 
entirely unexpected, preceded by no sign of illness. He was 40 
years old. He had been teaching at St. John's since 1970. This 
issue of his occasional pieces is preceded by memorials to him 
delivered at services in Santa Fe and Annapolis. Joe Sachs, his 
colleague and friend, has gathered his writings together and pre
pared them for publication. 

To those who knew him, Bill O'Grady was a touchstone of 
the soul. He was teacher to his colleagues no less than to his 
students. We are fortunate that some of his words were written 
so that he may continue to teach at St. John's College. 

Walter Sterling 



WILLIAM O'GRADY 

1945-1986 
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Memorial Addresses 

Robert Bart, Tutor, Santa Fe 

Mr. Bart's words were prefaced with a title, "The Starry Messenger," and the inscription: In memory of William Walsh O'Grady 
who died on January 6, the day of the Epiphany, when the Redeemer was first shown forth to men. 

When the terrible news of Bill O'Grady's death came to me last week, my heart froze. He died a young man, barely 
40, within months after he had gotten married, a lover who had waited and watched all night until the dawn came 
to suffuse his day with its pure light. Of his loss and of his wife's loss, I cannot speak. These are mysteries no man 
can approach save in silence and humility. 

I do want to share a few thoughts with you about our loss. One of his friends said of him a week ago: I will never 
have a better friend and the College will never have a better teacher. These striking words have echoed and re-echoed 
since, as more and more of us who were his friends have felt that we could rightly say the saine thing. How is it that 
the broken heart can endure such loss? How can it begin to recover, as it does? That is a mystery of which we must 
speak, inadequate as our words will be. 

Bill O'Grady's death is the worst news I ever expect to hear. Why? Because always and everywhere he was the bringer 
of good news, the good news that the heart in hiding no longer dared to hope for, that it was sure it was dead to forever. 
Such news is life in the desert, and its bearer is an angel of mercy, a wonder past all telling, yet the only thing worth 
telling. To lose such a messenger seems like death itself. Yet there is worse, my stubborn heart protested. It is worse 
by far to lose the message. Bill's ardor was all for the truth; his presence was always the presence of something beyond 
him that he saw and felt keenly and set about expressing with sovereign eloquence. Bill never came empty-handed. 
When he came he would announce, earnestly, I have three things to say, or maybe four, and that burden he would 
always uufold each time, carefully, in all its severe beauty. 

Bill loved the truth with a fierce and knowing love. It possessed him wholly when he spoke so that one forgot him 
and attended to his words alone. He spoke boldly because of the clarity with which he saw and the faithfulness, yet 
he spoke shyly because of his own modesty. Maybe others had a different experience of him, but to me he never came 
by chance, if there is such a thing as chance, but always deliberately, to bring me good news. He never failed to be 
present at the times of greatest distress and his presence itself was always a blessing. For the heart in its deepest an
guish cries out for the beloved as Philoctetes did for ten long years on Lemnos, and Job through awful days and nights: 
the heart cries, Will he never appear? Yet when God comes to Job and Hercules to Philoctetes, they do not say: I am 
here, be content. They come with a message and a message whose harsh and humbling truth is the only possible conso
lation. It brings hope. 

Bill's ways were mostly gentler, more human and humane, for he rarely presumed or cared to speak the hard truths 
that his kind words sometimes implied. Yet despite his tender heart he was a hero like Hercules. Not of course to look 
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at. He was slight, always tense, straining, awkward when he moved. Early in our acquaintance in a rare moment of 
laughing at himself, he told a few of us at Eva Brann's, how he was the despair of his shop teacher at school, since 
he couldn't learn to do a single thing right. He was always ashamed of his clumsiness, but through that whole tale 
one also saw how he had suffered for his teacher and loved him in his frustration, and made him a friend for life. 
Bill's labors were mighty, and twelve times twelve, at least. 

Apparently it was easy from a distance to think him romantic or sentimental, Irish, and impractical. Irish he was 
to the core, but of all the rest it is enough to say that he was a lover, and love has no traffic with mere romance. Its 
business is tougher, its joys are solid. Love, as Socrates says, is endlessly inventive. Being poor, it must be, yet it is 
the child of resource. Love in practice is a contriver of incomparable skill, awkward and even at a glance unlovely, 
godlike, but no god. Yet it is the infallible messenger and bond between gods and men, without whose help we will 
never know anything worth knowing. Such was Bill O'Grady. 

What then was Bill's message? Like any great healer's it was in every case utterly specific. Though he drew inspira
tion always from books, he was never so lazy, abstract and sentimental as to rest content with formulae. So too his 
teaching could not possibly invite imitation. He was a great artist. He dealt with the concrete. With unerring diagnostic 
power, he would bring to a sufferer the exact words that were needed, words that were as true as they were unexpect
ed. Love and art are always original. It is the curse of our imagination that in our weakness and our illusion we recreate 
the world in our own imperfect image and believe it is as we imagine it. In our darker moments such lies cause much 
of our despair. Bill fought against those illusions. He was always ready with sympathy, but he always found deeper 
and surer consolation. More often than not he came to me to tell of the honest or generous word or deed of a person 
I had not trusted; or in general, when all things seemed to have turned to ashes, he would tell me what was really 
going on while my gaze was distracted by my own foolish feelings. The brilliance of the treasures he unearthed gave 
me joy and relief, and shame and courage. His memory was one of the wonders of this world; it is right that we should 
struggle to remember him always, as we are doing this afternoon, but if we knew him Rt all, we knew that we could 
never remember him as he remembered us, just as we could not know him as he knew us. In that knowledge he could 
detect the words we needed to hear, words of his own for sure, and precious for that reason, but his words were almost 
always words about others, about what they were doing and saying. Gently he turned our thoughts away from our 
grief or pain. His words had the marks of true revelation, they brought joy, and sorrow as well, joy that things are 
as they are, sorrow that we had not, after all, seen them for what they were. But the joy and the peace were always 
predominant: In discovering the poverty of our vision, we discovered the riches of what he knew and saw. It would 
be merely foolish to speak of him as sentimental, since the mark of sentimentality is its abstraction, its falsehood. He 
was always immediate and concrete. It was enough to hear him quote one's own words, to know his grasp of fact. 
Days and years after the event he could report words one had spoken truly. It was in a way a terror to know him, 
a holy terror, not so much because he was so good, which he was, but because his knowledge of each of us was both 
strict and generous, and because of course, we are often unworthy of generosity as we are unworthy of our true selves. 
He fought with himself not to judge, though he was drawn that way mightily. He almost always won. As a result, 
his love was uncompromising, his loyalty perfect. He saw what he saw as surely and as relentlessly as the truths of 
mathematics and his brilliant vision of each person purged defects. Love which purifies can afford to seem blind. 

He was deeply concerned with forgiveness. He believed ardently in Purgatory, perhaps as a hope for himself. He 
thought of forgiveness as an absolute obliteration of evil; by means of forgiveness evil passes into the nothingness from 
which it arises. Such forgiving is a hard taskmaster, to which Bill submitted eagerly. He was not blind to evil. He hated 
it when it forced itself on him, but it took force. His rage, which was not infrequent, was like the sharp sword of Justice. 
He set himself to overcome evil by his courage and love. He won that battle over and over, in the College no less than 
in the lives of those who were privileged to know him; their number is legion. He was always a private person, yet 
he had more friends and true lovers than anyone I have ever known. 

At times he was bone-tired and weary. I wonder if anyone ever suffered more. For that reason he respected the wear
iness of his friends. At times, before he was married, one might have thought, with Kent as he looks on Lear, 

he hates him 
That would upon the rack of this tough world 
Stretch him out longer. 

But Bill believed in the Divine Comedy of this world and the Next; he loved the girls too much, he once said, to be 
a priest. Marriage was his unfailing hope. Hope is one of the three heavenly virtues and true hope is a strenuous dis
cipline. Straining toward that and loving his friends and his teachers and the words men have written in books made 
life good to him, if not easy. Such hope and faith and love are hard to sustain. But with Lear, holding in his arms 
the dead Cordelia, one could hear him say: 
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Look on her, look, her lips, 
Look there, Look there, 

in wonder at bright life renascent from the dross in his hands. 
Who more surely than Bill O'Grady would confirm one's faith in the toughness of the soul and the innate power 

of life to endure the most terrible onslaught, withdrawing briefly, only to reappear in memory, in hope and in truth. 
Please rejoice with me then in the memory of William Walsh O'Grady. 

Curtis Wilson, Tutor, Annapolis 

"Not ignorant of evil," Dido says when she first meets Aeneas, "I know at least one thing-to help the afflicted." 
It was characteristic of Bill O'Grady to insist that what he knew or was clear about was something simple, some one 
thing amidst many others unknown, put forth usually with an apology for its inadequacy to the full complexity of what 
there is, yet put forth with a certain insistence. And then the one thing, with further articulation, would break into 
a wondrous multitude of things, like light through a prism; for his fellow-feeling, and his sense of the suffering of 
others, was combined with a remarkable acuity of discernment and intellectual force. The dominant quality was the 
concern with the wisdom of the heart; a wisdom that he sought with moral intensity as much in everyday relations 
as in the study of Homer or Sophocles or Nietzsche. 

Bill 0' Grady has been such a unique presence in this College; that presence has had so much to do with the soul 
of the College; and he has been taken from us so suddenly, and so sadly. For months I have known that, for me, this 
particular week in January would be packed with busy-ness; I did not know that in the midst of other doings I would 
be stumbling to find the right words to characterize so unique a presence as Bill O'Grady has been; nor have I any 
confidence that with more time I could be even moderately successful. In fact, the situation is one that Kierkegaard 
would characterize as a repetition: it is exactly the situation that Bill O'Grady has repeatedly found me out in; that 
is to say, he has repeatedly found me busy, involved in trying to decipher intellectual puzzles whose solution would 
not necessarily touch the heart. I am grateful to him for never blaming me for my acquisitive curiosity. His presence 
was inevitably a demand, a kindly but insistent demand, that the human heart be taken into account. I have wanted 
to respect that demand, to live up to it. Others, I imagine, have felt something similar. 

I'm grateful to Bill for a number of insights into a number of books. I am grateful to him for a letter he wrote me, 
when he was on the Instruction Committee and I was dean, and he had discerned how exhausted I had allowed myself 
to become, and how dispirited; the only thing to be done with me, I knew, was to put myself in wraps until the animal 
spirits regained their resilience. Such mere mechanisms were not in his thoughts. He wrote me a letter, a lovely letter 
of comfort. So few of us manage to do things like that. More than once, when I was dean, Bill helped me by telling 
me what the real situation was that I was confronted with, how it was that the words that X had spoken meant the 
opposite of what they seemed to say, or what it was that Y would have said if Y had had the confidence to speak to 
me, or what some student was undergoing, that I knew nothing about. Such revelations are precious to any mere ad
ministrator. 

I know that there are uncounted students who owe debts of gratitude to Bill O'Grady, back through the years. I 
remember how during his first and only sabbatical year he was to be seen at the oddest hours, in the coffee shop, paired 
in earnest conversation with one senior after another, over senior essays, reminding me, no doubt inappropriately, 
of Lear's line near the end of the play about two birds in a cage. 

No, it is not within my reach to say here the right words, about what Bill O'Grady has meant to so many of us, 
and will always mean. I have in my hands a letter to Bill from his father, written when Bill was about to finish his 
first year of college at Notre Dame. Joie has given me permission to read from it. 

''Hope the exams have been going as well as possible, but don't worry about 'em. As the man said, your main objec
tive is to become a sophomore, and I believe you have that just about accomplished ... 

"There is one thing I would like to say in this last epistle. The year, I am sure, has been a rewarding and stimulating 
one for you. It has possibly opened up many new byways for you to explore ... you have learned that, in addition 
to the selfish and the self-seekers and the just plain no-damn-goods in this world (and there seem to be too many), 
there are also intelligent, brilliant, selfless people, who love their fellow men (and there are more such people in the 
world than we realize). 

"But I am sure, too, the year has also brought to you disappointment in various measures, a certain kind of loneli
ness, a difficult adjustment to college life, to people of all kinds, a diminishing, perhaps, in some areas of your ideals 
as feet of clay become more apparent, and, in short, all the trials and tribulations that go to make up this none-too
perfect world. All of this while you were facing, up to this time, at least, the most difficult adjustment of your life. 
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"And despondent though you must have felt many times, you never showed it in your letters, in your visits home, 
and in your own blithe spirit. 

"In other words, you were the epitome of plain old-fashioned guts, the kind that never shows up on an athletic 
field, on a battlefield, or in other facets of life. 

"It is the kind that is unseen, unknown (for the most part) and always unheralded. 
"You displayed rare courage, true courage. You displayed maturity in its purest sense ... the kind we all strive 

for but seldom accomplish. 
"I am so very, very proud of you. 

Love, 
Dad'' 

The last line, applied to Bill's all-too-short life as a whole, speaks, I am sure, for many that are here. We are so very 
proud of him. 

Marilyn Higuera, Tutor, Annapolis 

That singular command 
I do not understand: 
Bless what there is for being. 
Which has to be obeyed, for 
What else am I made for, 
Agreeing or disagreeing? 

Most people would attribute these words toW. H. Auden, but in my mind they will always belong more to William 
O'Grady. For they were a gift, a blessing, one of many, he gave to me. They are supporting me today in more than 
one way in my remembrance of Bill. For I'm going to try to "bless what there is for being." 

You see, I have these tangible forms of memory: little scraps of paper with such poems or lines of C. S. Lewis as 
Bill thought would cheer me or remind me of a vision obscured. I have books, favorites of Bill's that are now, of course, 
mine too. And I have little essays, opening new worlds of thought to me. Bill knew that these were things which could 
give comfort. 

It is, however, the mere fact that Bill would share such things with me that leaves me full of wonder. I know he 
would sometimes overcome the restraints of convention and the habits of the year to share his private readings with 
his classes, too. How fortunate we, to have known such a man-someone who would reveal so much of his heart and 
soul, share the most important things, offer them to so many, and hope so humbly for response. 

And there are other blessings. The words, so wonderfully crafted, freely flowing forth, prompted by the purest of 
generous intention. What I remember most are his stories: tales of characters known, seemingly allegorical events of 
his life, tales of tales. They weren't anecdotes; Bill didn't tell them for their charm or wit. He told them because he 
hoped truths could be seen, and comfort had, in such histories. These highly polished, many-faceted offerings of his 
shine yet among us. 

My personal experience of Bill 0' Grady is an invaluable treasure, and I know that very many of you knew-and 
treasure- him in the same way. We didn't seem to need the slow, indirect approach to friendship, the caution of shar
ing backgrounds, trading opinions. Out of immediate trust, we were friends. It is this unconditional openness, the 
ever-ready heart, the loss of which I feel most acutely. 

But there remain the scraps of paper, the precious jeweled stories, the glimpses of the possibilities for the human 
heart; these exist and they are blessings of William 0' Grady. 

Cary Stickney, Tutor, Santa Fe 

"To heal the broken-hearted, to proclaim deliverance to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, and the open
ing of the prison to them that are bound." These words oflsaiah have echoed in my mind since I heard of Bill O'Grady's 
death. How often those sound like impossibilities: healing the broken-hearted, opening blind eyes. But they are what 
he did. He liked a line from Don Quixote in which the knight replies to Sancho's plea that he give up his beliefs, "You 
only say that, Sancho, because you love me. Moreover you do not know the world very well-therefore you suppose 
to be impossible things which are merely very difficult.'' One of his colleagues on this campus who had co-led a semi-
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nar with him said, "He made things possible for me, ways of reading and speaking, that had never seemed possible 
before.'' 

It does not seem possible for me now to say anything worthy of who Bill O'Grady was and how much he taught 
me. Nevertheless I must try. One of his friends in Annapolis said of him, "He knew that the proper work of the human 
intellect is to affirm, and that anything else, however impressive it may seem, is wasted unless it serves that end." 
That seems altogether right to me. Yet no one was better aware than he of all there is in the world of sorrow and suffer
ing to make the question "How may I praise?" seem unanswerable. But he was able to enter the suffering, to under
stand it, in a way that could both reveal it for what it was, and in the very act of doing it this justice, reveal the wisdom 
that comes in suffering, the grace that comes somehow violent, the chance to love and bless and forgive even in the 
midst of darkness, anger, and pain. To those who have heard or read his lectures it is enough to mention Priam in 
the tent of Achilles, Oedipus and his word of love, King Lear and his final vision. 

He taught by example. He never wasted time showing off or sparring; he spoke only of things he truly cared about. 
And so his students learned to speak their hearts and minds. He knew that we cannot learn to think well or speak 
well or write well without first discovering what the things are that call out to be thought, spoken and written, that 
matter to us, that move us. I don't know how many books first called out to me because of something he said in a 
class or a lecture or a question period. I do know that one has led to another and that the process does not stop. He 
has helped me to ways of seeing that I will have with me always. I don't know for how many students it is true over 
his seventeen years of teaching at the college that they would not have gone on to graduate but for an encounter with 
him; nor do I know how many others might have emerged from four years study of the great books without anything 
more than a jaded bewilderment posing as sophistication, had it not been for something Bill said. He spoke to the heart. 
He could say things of such depth and power in words both so simple and so penetrating that often when he had 
finished there seemed nothing more left to say on a subject. When towards the end of a question period he would 
speak from where he had been sitting on the floor to say that he had been trying to think about one of the questions 
raised earlier and that he had three things to say, people would smile at his characteristic beginning; but when he had 
said the three things there was usually a silence full of gratitude and respect as both the lecturer and the audience were 
realizing how much had suddenly appeared in a new light, and that his question and his answer were what they would 
remember most of all from the evening. 

Homer speaks of winged words, Isaiah of words that do not come back empty. Bill strove for those kinds of words, 
and reached them more often in his forty years than I shall if I live to be eighty. He spent hours in long-distance calls 
to friends around the country, and had a nearly insatiable appetite for conversation. Once I asked him how a vacation 
had gone, and he replied, "Not so well: I hardly had any good conversations." His own lectures he saw as prepara
tions for conversation. Learned as he was, devoted to reading as he was, it was the living, spoken word, "the word 
of the heart signified by the word of the voice" that he loved. And he loved the people who spoke; loved them in 
a way that took joy in their being who they were and that praised their unfolding and growing and flourishing and 
that shared his courage to go on growing with them. No one could say better or truer things about students in Don Rags. 

Some of his words that have meant the most to me I do not think occur in any of his lectures, though they shine 
through ail of them. I no longer remember when or where I heard them, nor just how he said them, for I have thought 
them and tried to understand other things by their help so many times that I can only say them in my own way now: 

Everything that is best and most important for us 
is a gift. It is not what we are able to prove, 
or what we deserve, or what we possess, that finally 
matters, but what we are sometimes able to give 
and receive. 

Michael Littleton, Tutor, Annapolis 

Mr. Littleton spoke extemporaneously. He read from a lecture Bill had written on "Dark Times," from a passage on the Iliad. 
Achilles discovers that the question that had seemed all-important to him, that of much time or little time, is not the one that matters 
most. The most important question is rather whether enough time has been received, and has been given. Mr. Littleton read also, 
from the end of The Brothers Karamazov, Alyosha's speech to the boys from the grave of Ilusha. 

Mr. Littleton's talk included reminiscences of a sophomore seminar in which he and Bill were together. The students complained, 
he said, that not only did the two tutors look alike, they asked equally incomprehensible questions. A disagreement developed between 
the two of them through the year, he said, over the question whether the image of God includes anger. 
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Nancy Buchenauer, Tutor, Santa Fe 

I have few words to say here, largely because I feel so strongly how inadequate I am to say the smallest part of what 
there is to say of William O'Grady. 

William 0' Grady was a great man and a great teacher. In a few words he could make vivid and urgently important 
the contents of a book; he would find a sentence which one saw at once was vital to the subject and which made the 
reading something greater and more wonderful. When he pulled together a few strands of the text, a new understand
ing rose up to delight the mind and to make one certain that the author could have had no less to say. 

During the year I was in seminar with Bill I learned more than I ever had before; I learned how to read books with 
my whole being and not to keep what they said at a distance from myself. My life was transformed by the discovery 
that the books were addressing me, and that I never would be the same again after reading them. I discovered a spiritu
al world which I could no longer bear not belonging to or striving to attain. My eyes were opened and taught to see 
clearly for the first time that there is no truth without love, for the truth of love is the greatest truth of all. 

Bill O'Grady was a kind man who knew of the sufferings of others and suffered much pain himself. He advised 16 
senior essays at a time in order to say no to no one; he taught preceptorials in addition to seminar so there might be 
more for the students to choose from; he talked endlessly and glaclly with students at all hours and helped them with 
the pains and joys of living. He called out of the people around him what was most serious in them, and what was 
most virtuous. He taught those of us who were new tutors while he was here what being a tutor could be, and he 
would meet with us ungrudgingly and open-heartedly to show us a passage in Kepler or a letter of Plato which would 
open our minds with erilightenment about our whole endeavor, and he would send us off full of excitement to read 
again the texts he had made "new and beautiful" as Plato made Socrates. 

Bill O'Grady gave all he had to others. We who were his friends will never live without the blessing of his gifts to us. 

George Doskow, Tutor, Annapolis 

We are here this afternoon to commemorate the loss of our friend and colleague, Bill O'Grady. Like many of you, 
I have known Bill for a long time. We were co-leaders in a Freshman Seminar in his first year at St. John's, and my 
impressions of that year are as clear now as they were fifteen years ago. There were two things in particular that stand 
out for me about Bill at that time, and they are things that didn't change during the intervening years. I don't know 
how to rank them, for they seemed equally important to him, so the order I give them now is of no significance. The 
first was his passion for learning and understanding. The only times I saw him unhappy were when he would say 
things like, "I didn't discover anything interesting during this rereading of ... " whatever book we happened to be 
reading for that evening. He fully expected to find something new and exciting every time he read a book, and was 
discouraged and thought that there was something going wrong for him whenever he didn't. He never thought he 
had finally come to the center of anything and merely had to tie up the loose ends. For him, the books we read were 
an inexhaustible resource, and the freshness and love with which he came to them each time he reread them bespoke 
his enclless curiosity and passion for knowing. For him, learning was an adventure. I remember him once remarking 
that he would never do anything heroic or magnificent in the world, and that writing an essay was his one way of 
being heroic, it was his encounter with the world. 

But Bill was not only a passionate student; he was a passionate teacher as well. He expected each seminar or tutorial 
he went into to be as much an adventure for each student in the class as it was for him. His idea of a good seminar 
was not one in which there was a reasonable conversation in which some ideas were worked out or some good points 
made. It was one in which he saw someone really learn something, when he saw something happen to a student which 
might transform her or him. For him, learning was not the acquisition of knowledge but the expansion of a soul, and 
he worked tirelessly to try to make it happen. He had endless time to spend with students one on one whether they 
were in his classes or not, and he would talk with them not only about their books and studies but about them. He 
cared about each and every student he knew, and he tried to give each student what that student needed. He really 
listened when others spoke. I remember his being able to recount what some student had said in a seminar months 
before, so long before that I could scarcely remember what book we had been reading, and to recount it in almost the 
exact words the student had used. Partly, of course, that was a function of his remarkable memory. But it was even 
more a function of his caring, of his always trying to understand not only what was said, but more importantly what 
it meant to the person saying it, and his way of putting the various things a student had said over the course of time 
into a composite picture of that student. And, unlike most of us, he did that over and over, year after year, sometimes 
to a state near exhaustion. 

Bill was a good friend and colleague, generous and caring, helpful and sympathetic. I will miss his presence deeply. 
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Phil LeCuyer, Tutor, Santa Fe 

In the midst of our grief we wish to speak our thoughts and feelings for Bill 0' Grady. Centermost each of us knows 
what is lost. But from our different temperaments, abilities, and kinds of friendship with Bill, each of us knows a loss 
something different from the person next to him. 

Our deepest griefs are here unutterable. Yet we wish to speak our thoughts and feeliogs for Bill O'Grady. 
I had heard much about him before his first lecture in Santa Fe. I was excited for him to be here, but unprepared 

for how joyous and skillful and encouraging he was to those of us coming to the Odyssey for the first time. The discus
sion continued beyond all hours, and yet at the end we were not exhausted-we were exalted. Later when Bill had 
come to live here, we visited each other many times to talk about the Odyssey or about King Lear or about the Brothers 
Karamazov, or on other occasions to talk about our College in the strength of its vision, in its limitations, its need. 

At some point I became aware that Bill cared about the College by caring correctly for each of us who participate 
in it. Caring correctly-what is that? When Bill turned his attention to me, I felt as if he expected me to say something 
true, or even better, something genuinely desirous of a deeper truth. Bill believed in the distinction between truth and 
untruth, between genuine and fake. Mere information meant little to him. He aspired to insight, and his aspiration 
was often and amply fulfilled. 

In meetings Bill would sometimes preface his remarks with the phrase, "There are three reasons why ... "or "There 
are five reasons why .... " This way of beginning often struck me as slightly comical, because Bill's reasons were not 
connected to each other or ordered as numbers are. They were always fused one to another by his steadfast love for 
his friends, his authors, and his College. 

I, among many others, am nourished by that love, by his presence in my soul, by his life. 

Edward Sparrow, Tutor, Annapolis 

Mr. Sparrow spoke extemporaneously. He composed the following text for this collection. 

Bill always seemed to me completely concentrated wherever he was. It was impossible not to feel the intensity of 
the man whenever I would see him on campus, the total bearing of his intelligence and sympathy on whatever he 
was doing, his excluding, only because of his including more important things, anything that was not significant to 
the occasion, his generous focusing of his time and his ability on the concerns of students. 

Because at the college we spend most of our time, and the most significant parts of it, reading, thinking, and talking 
to one another, and because the college was Bill's real home, his concentration of himself into the passionate vitality 
of the moment would show up in conversations-the conversations I would have with him and the conversations which 
I would see him having with other faculty members and, especially, with students. I so well remember him standing 
by the stairs outside McDowell, his feet crossed, and, as he talked, his face showing quickly changing expressions of 
reflection, puzzlement, recognition, sorrow, and pleasure. I especially remember the way his eyebrows would go up 
and his face assume a look combining reflection with concern for the understanding of the person he was talking with. 
And then sometimes he would smile, with a suggestion of embarrassment and sorrow, incline his head slightly, and 
the encounter would cease, leaving a distinct and poignant absence in a place which had been filled with the presence 
of his sensitive, delicate, and penetrating, intelligence. 

It now occurs to me that it was this intense and total presence in what was occupying his mind at the time that was 
responsible for his use in his speech of unusually many adverbs. I had often noticed this way of talking of his, for 
not many do it. One who uses many adverbs, it seems to me, is concentrating his thought not only on the precise 
subject of his thinking but also on the way it is related to other things, to the how of it, and the when and the where. 

Bill's intensity with the things of the mind and of the heart naturally led to his giving the impression of not caring 
much about anything else. It always struck me, when he would come to the house, that he would never have anything 
to say about the appearance of things, or their taste or smell. One felt that he was rather waiting-but not deliberately 
so-when something that was then closer to the man, and in itself more important, would come up. 

For Bill was a passionately mindful man. Remarkably intelligent, yes, remarkably astute "philosophically" yes, remark
ably well read, yes-how surprised I was to learn, when speaking to him about some of Gerard Manley Hopkins' poems, 
that he was familiar not only with all of them but also with Hopkins' original Greek and Latin poems-but, I thought 
increasingly as I saw him during the passing years, a man for whom concerns of the heart, and especially of the pain 
of the world, became more and more paramount. How deeply he was touched by the sorrows, efforts, and perplexities 
of his students! How much, how deeply, he was moved by Homer-by Odysseus in tears recalling in Phaeacia the 
horrors of the war; by the meeting between the old and nobly begging Priam and the young and nobly touched Achilles! 
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How much many of us were benefited by his introducing us to the wrenching story of Kristin Lavransdatter and to 
the short stories of Flannery O'Connor! And how much, in later years, Bill seemed to find more and more questions 
and answers and meanings in the Psalms and the Gospels. 

It is impossible ever to forget Bill. A mind alive with insight, a sensitive and sorrowing heart supremely dedicated 
to the intellectual and moral good of his students, he seems to have passed through the world as one not touched by 
it. Yet he draws after him the admiration, gratitude, affection, and love of those privileged to have known him. 

Frank Durgin, Student, Annapolis 

Mr. Durgin spoke extemporaneously. One of the things he spoke of was the name of God told to Moses in the third chapter of 
Exodus. It is usually translated "I am who I am." Mr. O'Grady had said in a seminar that it might instead be translated "I 
shall be present who shall be present." Mr. Durgin said that name applied to Mr. O'Grady himself: to him and to many other 
students, Mr. O'Grady was always present when he was needed. 

Michael Dink, Tutor, Annapolis 

Mr. Dink, at the request of Mrs. O'Grady, read some passages from a favorite book of Bill's, The Diary of a Country Priest 
by Georges Bernanos. They included the following. 

I have been trying once more to get some sleep. It seems hopeless . . . 
I know now that youth is a gift of God, and like all His gifts, carries no regret. They alone shall be young, really 

young, whom He has chosen never to survive their youth. I belong to such a race of men. I used to wonder: what 
shall I be doing at fifty, at sixty? And of course I couldn't find an answer, I couldn't even make one up. There was 
no old man in me . . . 

I have tried to open my eyes to death in all the simplicity of surrender, yet with no secret wish to soften or disarm 
it ... I can understand how a man, sure of himself and his courage, might wish to make of his death a perfect end. 
As that isn't in my line, my death shall be what it can be and nothing more ... 

God might possibly wish my death as some form of example to others. But I would rather have their pity. Why shouldn't 
I? I have loved men greatly, and I feel this world of living creatures has been so pleasant. I cannot go without tears. 
Nothing is farther removed from me than stoic indifference, so how can I hope for the death of a stoic? Plutarch's heroes 
both terrify and bore me. If I were to go to heaven wearing such a mask, I think even my guardian angel would laugh 
at me. 

Why worry, why look ahead? If I feel afraid I shall say: I am afraid, and not be ashamed of it. As soon as Our Lord 
appears before me, may His eyes set me at rest ... 

How easy it is to hate oneself! True grace is to forget. Yet if pride could die in us, the supreme grace would be to 
love oneself in all simplicity-as one would love any one of those who themselves have suffered and loved in Christ. 

Paula Rustan, Alumna, Santa Fe 

A tribute to William O'Grady, written as part of a fellowship proposal, was read by Sharon Garvey, a former tutor. 

I remember hearing this tutor speak for the very first time. I was standing with a group of sophomores like myself. 
After a few moments, I realized as I looked upon the faces of my classmates that we were all feeling the same thing-we 
were simply awestruck. At first we believed it was what he said; every word seemed extraordinarily thoughtful and 
his way of speaking was very beautiful. It wasn't until much later that I came to understand the true cause of our astonish
ment that day. This tutor was moved by the most beautiful and the most sad things, and above all, he was willing 
to share his deepest thoughts and feelings about these things, with us. Because of this we thought him fearless. His 
trust in us made us love him, and we wanted more than anything else to match his gift of sincerity with a gift of our 
own. So we tried very hard to be like him. We too tried to speak from the heart. We recognized his love for the books, 
and we too wanted to love the books. Attempts to pattern ourselves after this tutor led us to consider the books more 
carefully than ever before, and likewise to give greater weight to our own infant feelings and thoughts. We tried to 
love him by loving the things he loved best; and, as it should be, we ended up loving those things, the books, in and 
for themselves. 

X 



Joe Sachs, Tutor, Annapolis 

I will never have a better friend, and the college will never have a better tutor. Everything important I know about 
how to be a tutor I learned from Bill, and I think I am not alone. He knew, first of all, that the proper work of the 
human intellect is to affirm, and that if its other work of criticizing, questioning, and negating is not in the service of 
affirmation it is a waste of time. He knew, too, that everything worth studying is bigger than we are, so that the life 
of every good student is an almost daily battle with discouragement. That was why he never made demands on stu
dents, or on anyone but himself. All he did was offer each of us all he had to give, all the time. 

He knew everything there was to know about giving. No man ever accumulated fewer possessions in forty years. 
He just couldn't see the point in having anything, except to give it away. He had a car for a little while when I first 
knew him, until he thought of someone he could give it to. And his was a marriage of true minds. Almost the first 
thing Joie did after they were married was give away her car. She has a wisdom we older friends of Bill didn't have. 
She didn't try to change him by one iota. 

But he changed us. To name some obvious ways: when Bill came to the college we did not read The Brothers Karamazov 
or the Philoctetes, we read the Divine Comedy in three seminars, and the sophomores had five classes to try, or pretend, 
to prepare. The program is incomparably better because he was here and was such a fighter. I can tell you that he 
didn't like to fight. It cost him more misery to win a fight than to avoid it, but he couldn't help fighting when someone 
else had no other champion. He never compromised because he was never fighting for principles, just for people. 

Bill's first year in the college, the dean had the good sense to tell him that St. John's wanted him to stay for the rest 
of his life, if he could find some livable way of being here. I think we all know he never did. There was not a day 
for him when St. John's was not an agony of too many needs to answer. But his eyes were open, and this agony was 
an inseparable part of his happiness. He was here a long time before he decided finally to commit his life to St. John's. 
He saw that choice with complete clarity the day Mr. Klein was buried, in the spot where he too now lies. What was 
worthy of that good life was worthy also of Bill's. 

Bill loved Mr. Klein's insistence that Socrates meant just what he said in the Republic, that the love of wisdom and 
the Jove of learning are the same. There is truth. If we are learning, we are learning it, and that is our way of having 
it. Bill read the same books over and over and over, with an intensity that never lessened. Just a week ago he told 
me that he now had the Iliad pretty well by heart. 

The best books never fail us, no matter how often we fail them. The twenty-second psalm begins: "My God, my 
God, why hast thou forsaken me?" But it is followed by the twenty-third, "The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want." 
Bill knew that there was no way to the twenty-third except through the twenty-second. And he loved a little medita
tion of C. S. Lewis on the death of Charles Williams. Let me appropriate its last sentence. When the idea of Bill O'Grady 
and the idea of death had met, it was the idea of death that had to change. 

Martin Cohen, Tutor, Santa Fe 

In the Fall of 1982 I was a student in Bill O'Grady's Graduate Institute tutorial. I think that during the first few ses
sions especially, he came across to some of the students as nervous, or apologetic, or somewhat afraid. Something 
of his stature, I suspect, was apparent even at the beginning to all: the comments he made were too good not to earn 
respect; he listened, sometimes for a long stretch, as we glanced off the book, and when we needed him, he spoke 
in a voice which conveyed such consideration, such living with the realities that the book addresses, that the class was 
transformed from a sequence of reported impressions about a book that was blandly assumed to be great, into a collec
tive endeavor to understand. There was such tenderness in his voice. He was a powerful man, and no special genero
sity of perception from others was needed for that to be seen. I was shown something about Lear's reunion with Cordelia, 
Caliban's humanity, courage in facing death in Hopkin's Wreck of the Deutschland, and many other matters, that will 
remain with me imperishably, and that I could have learned from no one else. For me, I would guess for others, too, 
the neat partition into strengths and weaknesses that his personality allowed a person willing to judge, or to condescend, 
to make, did not fundamentally make sense, it did not correspond to the music of his voice or his being. I did not 
hear a man who was afraid, but a man tremulous before the truth. Each nervous gesture was a Jesson in what a person 
with the integrity to challenge himself every instant might well choose to be nervous about; his apologies were a dis
closure of the workings of aspiration, humility and respect for others. 
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This is my impression of Bill, looking at him, as best I can, with a kind of sight I think he used to transfigure his 
perception of others-a kind of sight that does not latch on to isolated qualities in order to diminish another human 
being. I do not know what Bill saw as he looked at the students in his class. I can guess that the person who could 
easily have been dismissed as stupid, always engaging with the surface of the book, was perceived as offering a sensi
bleness, an antidote to intellectual presumption, a grounding to the discussion; that he not only saw through the per
son who wanted to impress others with smart-sounding phrases, but saw through the seeing through, to the core of 
desire for knowledge that made the person bother with this form of falseness. I know that he felt honored to be with 
us in that class. And what a kindness it was that he was so free of condescension that he could feel that way. I don't 
mean that blatant condescensions that many exorcise from their actions, or even subdue in their mind and heart. The 
lack of condescension I attribute to him is one that is hard to envision, let alone enact, one which opens into a respect 
so vibrant and unfettered that it becomes reverence. 

I do not know at all well what heart is in that interesting sense that marries with and enlarges what the mind is, 
and enlivens such concepts as spirit and soul. As much as any man I ever met, Bill earned the right to use these words 
in his speech. It is, perhaps, a start to say that the heart sees to the heart of things, and sees the wholeness that is 
given some meaning and unity by that central core. It was his gift to see us that way; it was also his gift to let us see 
him that way. His enormous and manifest intensity and caring knit together and pervaded all of his qualities, so that 
when I discern, for example, that a quality of his like hesitancy is replete with integrity and self-scrutiny, I am not 
achieving a delving perception of a hidden essence, but accepting an insight he offered me by having the power to 
so visibly invest every fiber of himself with caring about honesty, integrity, truth and love. But the person who accom
plishes such an integration through intensity and caring about the good can, perhaps, see the beginniogs of such a 
situation in others, and perceive and love what is not so visible in them. 

Yet Bill did not stop there. He understood not only that frailties are sometimes the radiant emanations from a beauti
ful heart of things, but that frailties are also frailties, to be answered with compassion and courage, not just explained 
away. There is greatness in understanding this only after the person knows, through the power of loving appreciation, 
how not to understand it. Weakness and wrongness cannot be explained away. The simple lyricism of Bill's speech 
and writing has a firmness and honesty that did not explain away difficulties, but met them with compassion and courage. 

He could be sharply critical. When I try to look at the heart of this, I imagine I see several things: I see that his harsh
ness was often directed toward harshness, his condescension, if it could be called that, was directed toward condescen
sion, and was not a fundamental condescension of the heart. I glimpse a depth of perception he had, which knows 
how to simultaneously embrace the glory and the painful deficiency of reality, but is bound by the nature of words 
and emotions to sometimes emphasize one, sometimes another, of these aspects. I see a man who had the courage 
to throw himself so fully into the awareness of the radiance of others that occasionally he shielded his eyes, due to 
the vulnerability that was the other face of this courage. He embodied an understanding of that event, which for many 
remains a strange rhapsody limited to the realm of literature, that radiance is, at once, what we most need, and what 
we protect ourselves against. Most of all, I remember a statement Bill made that we do not have enough wisdom to 
be dishonest. His criticisms, and his multi-faceted responses, had great honesty. 

Bill taught something about heart, without at all abdicating the moral and intellectual imperative of discrimination. 
To this community, whose mission is so clearly connected with discrimination, and so deeply and elusively connected 
with other matters, his loss, and the legacy and challenge I think he leaves behind, are incalculable. It is hard, perhaps 
unwise, perhaps impossible, to institutionalize a commitment to heart, in the same way that one can insist on increas
ing clarity of discrimination. We can caress a small fragment about heart and mind in Pascal, hoping it will yield its 
secret, or find other writings that explicitly talk about heart, but we have lost a man who brought huge resources of 
mind and heart to all the works. I know he loved St. John's; I know he wanted it to be better than it is. And while 
I cannot claim to know what he hoped for, or to be a mediator who could articulate his legacy, I offer a last impression: 
Bill knew how to revere a book, and bring a steady commitment to intelligent inquiry, yet I imagine him saying, tender
ly, and only to those who want to listen, that one can read book after book, and talk about them with a kind of intelli
gence, but it doesn't matter unless something else is present. Remember to look for, and long for, what that might be. 

Once, after another memorial service in this room, I spoke with Bill briefly. He made a comment about the way a 
community acknowledges the passing of one of its members. Somehow, in a sentence, he conveyed a depth of respect 
for the way a community can perform that function, can show a collective grace and appropriateness that a single per
son cannot presume to possess. And in that moment, I felt his gratitude that he was a part of a community. 

He lived his life with a perception of the preciousness of people and things, that is, perhaps, only given to those 
who know something about their own mortality. I offer my prayer that this man, who gave so many gifts, receive a 
gift of goodness and peace. 
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Mary Hannah Jones, Alumna, Annapolis 

The following text was composed for this collection. 

Bill O'Grady was the best teacher I have ever known, the best teacher I can even imagine. He set no limit on the 
time and attention and concern he gave to St. John's students. He gave to all of us without measure. He told me once 
that he had chosen to be a teacher because teaching is the life of service. I never understood fully what he meant by 
the life of service or what it was for him to lead that life, but I do know that Bill 0' Grady was always holding himself 
out for other people, always straining every nerve to be of service to his students and his friends. 

As we all know, the life of service took its toll on Bill O'Grady. That generosity which he made his life's work re
quired everything of him. The strength to sustain the effort it demanded and the courage to endure the vulnerability 
it entailed took every ounce of resolution he could summon up. It was, I think, the common experience of his students 
and friends to find that for all his frankness and openness there was finally something mysterious and even awesome 
about Bill O'Grady. The thing that was mysterious about him was also what was most moving about him: the strength 
and the passion that sustained his arduous life of service. 

Once when he was teaching a class on Sophocles' Oedipus at Colon us I heard him say something about what he hoped 
would come out of his teaching. He said that he hoped that some day, when his students were much older and in 
some sort of despair, they would be able to remember how beautiful Sophocles was, and that memory would somehow 
sustain them. He thought it was possible that the beauty and wisdom of certain old stories might have the power to 
sustain us through all the sorrow and dismal failure of ordinary human life, which is a wonderful possibility indeed. 
He was always striving, despite all the darkness of the world which he so keenly felt, to hold out certain possibilities 
to his students and friends: that passion might add something to intellect and the heart inform the mind, that even 
pain and sadness might be a sign that something is still alive in us that is worth keeping alive, that after the experience 
of a thousand failures it might still be a good thing to make one more attempt, that the world might after all be a place 
in which there could be shining deeds of virtue and secret acts of love. Perhaps all the darkness of the world has now 
been utterly dissolved for Bill 0' Grady. It is now our task in our loneliness for him to keep ourselves open to those 
possibilities he spoke of so passionately. 

It is difficult to compare Bill O'Grady with anyone else-he was always so completely himself. But there is a man 
in one of Nabokov's essays who reminds me of Bill. This friend of Nabokov's had, Nabokov says, the moral equivalent 
of perfect pitch. I think something like that could be said about Bill. He had some sort of inner orientation that gave 
him an unfailing sense of what was important in books and in life. He knew what mattered and he had the courage 
and resolve to stake everything on what mattered. And this also was something he shared with his students and friends. 
Bill was somehow able to elicit by virtue of his own moral seriousness a truth in our minds and hearts that but for 
him would never have existed. 

Though I doubt that he would approve of my saying so, I think Bill had a deeper feeling for justice than anyone 
I have known. I don't mean justice in the ordinary sense of the word (he told me once that devils were just) but in 
the sense he gives the word in his Oedipus at Colonus lecture, which is not unrelated to the ordinary sense. Bill could 
give voice to truths he felt deeply and let them fill the world for that moment for him and for us. There is a kind of 
justice in that, the justice of allowing each thing to speak out what is in it. He could find in his wide sympathy a place 
for everything and time to tell its story. I think Bill was a little like his own characterization of Philoctetes. What seemed 
true to him at the time he gave complete expression to, and though those things might not be logically compatible 
with what he said at some other time, it would have been unjust to have left them unsaid. 

It is difficult to find words adequate to describe the experience of being in one of his classes. He was unlike any other 
teacher I have ever known. I remember the first few days I was in his sophomore Greek class. The keenness and con
centrated intensity of his intelligence were almost frightening. We were all stunned into silence by his brilliance, until 
we realized that the intensity of his mind was matched by the depth of his patience. He was able to extend his sympa
thy to any student's thoughts however feeble. 

His love and knowledge of the texts was astounding, but still more impressive to me now is his never losing sight 
of who we were and what we were awkwardly trying to do. He always conveyed the sense that those monuments 
of unaging intellect which we properly venerate are themselves in the service of ordinary, obscure human beings, and 
our own most important task as students of the liberal arts was to begin to discover whether we were beasts like Ty
phon or gentler, simpler animals. 

He told me once that the things he said in class and in conversation came from the students-he could not have said 
those things without them. At the time that puzzled me enormously. I could not believe that he said such wonderful 
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things just on the spur of the moment, still less that those things came somehow from the students. But now I think 
I understand what he meant. When I was in class with him I felt that I could share his vision of the world-it was 
as if I could see things for the moment with his eyes. And I think that was partially true for him also. The way he 
saw things changed a little on account of the students and that is what he meant by saying he could not have spoken 
so well without them. He said his writings always came out of his classes. I like to think that there is some faint trace 
of those of us who were his students in those wonderful things he wrote. That sense of having had a shared vision 
of the world means more to me now than any specific thing I learned from him. The gesture of his I most loved and 
most associated with him as a teacher was his outstretched right hand, extended so generously to so many students 
over so many years. 

I think it always came as a surprise to his students that Bill could speak with such vehemence and passion about 
what he thought needed to be said, but also listen with such discernment and sympathy to what other people had 
to say. He had a kind of reticent courtesy and delicacy about other people's thoughts and feelings that was amazing. 
Something that particularly moved me about him was that although he hated guile and deceit he would on occasion 
allow deceit to be practiced on him. He told me that one of his favorite parts of the Odyssey is where Nausicaa tells 
her father that she wants to clean all the linen for the sake of her brothers, who are eitheoi thalethontes and always calling 
for fresh clothes for the dance, but her father knows in his heart that she is thinking of her marriage and yields to 
her request. I think Bill was always allowing things to pass unnoticed to spare other people embarrassment or distress, 
knowing full well in his heart that the truth was otherwise. 

His sense of the suffering in other people's lives, even in the most ordinary lives, was remarkable. He told me once 
that the most important thing the Judeo-Christian tradition had brought to the heritage of the Greeks was the capacity 
to give weight to the suffering of obscure people and to enable us to see a kind of tragedy in their lives. There is a 
passage in Middlemarch that reminded me of Bill as soon as I read it. Speaking of common sorrows Eliot says, "That 
element of tragedy which lies in the very fact of frequency, has not yet wrought itself into the coarse emotion of mankind; 
and perhaps our frames could hardly bear much of it. If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, 
it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel's heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the 
other side of silence. As it is, the quickest of us walk about well wadded with stupidity." Bill knew that element of 
tragedy if anyone ever did, and perhaps that is why his frame had to bear so much. 

Bill told me once that the surest proof of the resurrection for the disciples was not the opened empty tomb but the 
abundant joy flowing into the hearts of the faithful. I am not one of the faithful but I cannot make my heart dark and 
empty enough to accord with a world in which his spirit has been extinguished forever. Many of us used to be angry 
with Bill for not caring for and protecting that seed of fire in him as Odysseus does when first in the land of the Phaia
cians. But now I hope that the God in whom Bill trusted has done that for him, has blown that spark into a flame 
with the brightness of a star, and has given him the beauty that all of us who loved him thought he already possessed 
but which he could somehow never see. I know that Bill thought that something like that was possible. I want to believe 
that he was right in that, as he was right in so many other things. 
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The earliest of the writings in this collection is from 
Bill O'Grady's twenty-first year. As a senior at Notre 
Dame, he was already the master of a powerfully direct 
style, and of an intellect that cut to the heart of 
whatever was before it. One can discern changes in 
his later writings: he never again buried any of his 
thinking in footnotes; he revised his opinion of the 
course of Hegel's political thinking; and he probably 
moderated his revulsion at Aristotle's "natural slaves" 
and Plato's "noble lie." But there is nothing that one 
could call development in his thinking; it was fully ma
ture when he stepped from college. The final para
graphs of that earliest essay outline the program for 
a life from which he never departed, and of which the 
publication of these writings is an extension: to make 
his own experience of the eternal accessible to others, 
to share the grace of the gifts he possessed, and to use 
teaching as a way to let the love of truth overflow into 
a love of human beings. 

The authors with whom he chose to dwell did 
change through the years, from the modern 
philosophers to the ancient, and finally to half-a
dozen or so poets with whom his spirit was most at 
home. There is, however, no necessary or best order 
in which to read his writings. Each of them lets its topic 
occupy the whole world while it is being considered, 
a way of proceeding which he called "justice" in his 
lecture on Oedipus at Colonus. And the division here 
into groups is an arbitrary separation of things that 
overlap and impinge everywhere and in every way. 
Lear finds his way into a lecture on De Anima, because 
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whatever is to be filled from outside must first become 
empty. But if that were the whole story of human life, 
Diotima's definition of love would be the last word on 
it; since it is not, Duns Scotus' re-definition of love 
turns up in every kind of context. Poets, philosophers, 
psalmists, and theologians were not in rivalry, as Bill 
0' Grady read them, but complementary: each helped 
him press his thinking and imagination toward their 
ultimate object, with an intensity of intelligent passion 
that blazed into light in lecture after lecture. 

Only two of Bill O'Grady's lectures have appeared 
before in this journal, and only one ever found its way 
into the college bookstore. Many were given on only 
one campus, and then sometimes only in the summer 
or outside the regular Friday night series. Two lectures 
were originally written for audiences outside the col
lege and on prescribed topics (courage and "dark 
times"), and three brief pieces were composed to be 
read to one or another of his classes. A few of these 
writings have been published in Energeia and other stu
dent magazines. Bill made no effort to get any of his 
writings to a wider audience, but he always said yes 
when any editor asked him for one. Everything that 
could readily be found appears here, including his 
three remarkable student theses. Gratitude for help in 
unearthing various of these buried treasures is due to 
William O'Brien, Burnet Davis, Mary Hannah Jones, 
and Kathryn Kinzer; and Walter Sterling has been the 
most generous of editors. 

Joe Sachs 
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Odysseus 
Among the Phaiakians 

When Odysseus awakens alone on Ithaka after an ab
sence of twenty years, the land looks strange to him and 
he fears that he has been betrayed by the Phaiakians, who 
promised to take him home. Odysseus says, "Come, let 
me count my goods and look them over," lest something 
have been taken away. "So speaking, he counted up the 
surpassingly beautiful tripods and caldrons, and the gold 
and all the fine woven clothing. Of these things nothing 
at all was missing." Having returned home, Odysseus 
needs to know what he has brought with him, what he 
has to offer. The most important things, the things he 
most cares about, the things he must possess if he is again 
to be husband to Penelope, father to Telemachus, son to 
Laertes, king to his people, are not things that can be 
counted and looked over. Still there is some solace in 
counting what can be counted, and finding that of these 
nothing is lacking. But in the measure that Odysseus is 
able to trust that he has also managed to return home 
with what is most important, with a heart that is whole 
and brave, he is greatly indebted to the Phaiakians, the 
people of Scheria, among whom he stayed for three days. 
They are indebted to him as well, as I shall try to show. 
My attempt here is to understand something of what hap
pens while Odysseus is among the Phaiakians. 

Odysseus' encounter with the Phaiakians immediate
ly prior to his homecoming is not a chance encounter. 
Two assemblies of the gods on Olympus (recounted in 
books one and five) have been held to arrange that his 
return, which is clearly a big and difficult matter, should 
come about in the right way. In particular, both when 
Athena comes to Nausikaa in the form of a dream, bid-

''Odysseus Among the Phaiakians'' appeared in the July 1979 
issue of The Review. 
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ding her to think of her marriage and to do her laundry, 
and when Athena herself goes through the city calling 
the Phaiakians to assembly, she is said by Homer to be 
"devising the return of great-hearted Odysseus." The 
assembly culminates with Odysseus weeping bounclless 
tears as he hears the story of the fall of Troy. We must 
try to understand in what way the encounter with 
Nausikaa is important for Odysseus, supplies him with 
something needful; and, we must try to understand the 
meaning of the tears shed by Odysseus as he hears his 
greatest victory sung. The premise of my attempt to un
derstand is that according to Homer the gods sometimes 
make available to human beings what they need most. 

That Odysseus' needs as he comes to the land of the 
Phaiakians are urgent and delicate appears most vividly 
in this simile describing his shelter during the first night. 
''As when a man buries a firebrand beneath the dark em
bers in a remote place where there are no neighbors, and 
saves the seed of fire, having nowhere else from which 
to kindle fire, so Odysseus buried himself in the leaves." 
The fire has almost died in Odysseus; only a seed remains 
from which however the full blaze of fire might grow 
again. But if the seed dies, there is no other source from 
which fire might be kindled. And this seed has come to 
be, in a strange way, outside of Odysseus: he must 
dispose of it, protect it, care for it, in an anxiously self
conscious way. 

Odysseus and Nausikaa are together only twice, the 
second time very briefly. Nausikaa asks Odysseus to 
remember her, since he owes her his life. Odysseus, 
promising to remember her always, uses a different and 
extraordinary word: "You have given me my human life" 
(the difference in Greek between bios and zoe). One could 
almost translate: "You have en-humaned me." Odys
seus means, to begin with, that when he first saw 
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Nausikaa in her loveliness and innocence he knew for 
certain that the world does not contain only, or even 
chiefly, monsters. He has, after all, seen so many mon
sters that as he swims toward the island of Scheria Athena 
must specially intervene to supply him with presence of 
mind when, afraid of being dashed against the sharp 
rocks or, again, of being carried farther out to sea, a third 
fear suddenly rises up-a monster may appear. Thus the 
wholly convincing gentleness of N ausikaa' s appearance 
is immeasurably important. But even more important, 
perhaps, is a discovery Odysseus is led to make about 
himself. He hears himself saying to Nausikaa: "I have 
never seen anything like you, neither man nor woman. 
Wonder takes me as I look on you. Yet in Delos once I 
saw such a thing, by Apollo's altar. I saw the stalk of a 
young palm shooting up. I had gone there once, and with 
a following of a great many people, on that journey which 
was to mean hard suffering for me. And as, when I 
looked upon that tree, my heart admired it long, since 
such a tree had never yet sprung up from the earth, so 
now, lady, I admire you and wonder." Not only is 
Nausikaa herself invincibly lovely and innocent, but she 
reminds of other lovely and innocent things seen long 
ago and almost forgotten: there have always been such 
things in the world. Above all, Odysseus becomes aware 
that just as long ago-so much violence ago and so much 
hideousness ago-his heart was capable of responding 
in awe and gratitude to the appearance of lovely and in
nocent things, wholly without reference to how they 
might be useful to him; so now his heart is capable of 
the same: it is somehow the same heart. This is a very 
difficult thing to know, and it is the sort of thing that hu
man beings, sometimes, most need to know. This is the 
deepest meaning, perhaps, of Odysseus' gratitude to 
Nausikaa for having been an indispensable source of his 
human life. 

Athena in arousing Nausikaa to go to the river where 
she will meet Odysseus is said to be devising the return 
of Odysseus. The very same words are used as she sum
mons the Phaiakians to assembly. Why is the assembly, 
described in book eight, of such importance for Odys
seus, even before he begins to tell his story? Near the be
ginning of the meeting Odysseus weeps, though he tries 
to conceal it, as he hears the minstrel sing of a quarrel 
between Achilles and Odysseus. Then athletic contests 
take place, and Odysseus' heart seems to lighten. After 
his victory in throwing the discus, he speaks "in language 
more blithe," as Lattimore translates. Again, Odysseus 
seems to share fully in the enjoyment of all the Phaiaki
ans as Demodicus sings of the adultery of Aphrodite with 
Ares, although this enjoyment is perhaps not altogether 
easy to understand. (The gods are of course inunortal, 
so that their doings always seem somehow comic, but 
here Hephaestus is so pained as to utter the wish that 
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he had not been born; moreover, Poseidon's urgent at
tempts, apparently inspired by compassion for 
Hephaestus, to bring to an end the unseemly spectacle 
of the vulgar laughter of Apollo and Hermes, remind us 
disconcertingly that Poseidon is other and more than the 
mere persecutor of Odysseus.) 

After these incidents, and before he reveals his name, 
Odysseus weeps again, but this time in a vastly deeper 
and wider way, as he hears the song, which he himself 
requested, of the strategem of the horse and the fall of 
Troy. What do these tears mean? How have they come 
about? Is it good that Odysseus should shed them? Be
fore trying to understand this happening, let us listen to 
a translation of Homer's astounding words: "So the fa
mous singer sang his tale, but Odysseus melted, and from 
under his eyes the tears ran down, drenching his cheeks. 
As a woman weeps, lying over the body of her dear hus
band, who fell fighting for his city and people, as he tried 
to beat off the pitiless day from city and children; she sees 
him dying and gasping for breath, and winding her body 
around him she cries high and shrill, while the men be
hind her, hitting her with their spears on the back and 
shoulders, force her up and lead her away into slavery 
to have hard work and sorrow, and her cheeks are 
wracked with pitiful weeping. So Odysseus shed pite
ous tears from under his brows." 

The earlier tears, the tears over the quarrel with Achilles 
who has died, are perhaps not too difficult to understand. 
But what of these final tears, necessary before Odysseus 
can name himself? How can the tears of the victor be 
likened to the tears of the vanquished, the tears of the 
sacker of cities to the tears of a woman trying to hold on 
to her dying husband, which she cannot, to shelter him 
from further blows from his enemies, which she cannot? 

I think the pain in Odysseus' soul at this moment has 
two sources. The first has to do with Odysseus' request 
to the singer that he sing kosmos hippou which means, to 
begin with, the ornament of the horse, the device of the 
horse, the horse as the product of resourcefulness, art
fulness, cleverness, the horse as the manifestation of wit 
and talent considered in isolation from all else. But kos
mos hippou, as the singer well knows and truthfully sings, 
means finally and fully the world of the horse, the world 
out of which the horse came to be, the world of prodi
gious single-mindedness, of goals to which all else be
comes subject, of the breaching of Troy as the end, an end 
justifying all things, including the perversion of worship 
represented by the horse. Again, the world of the horse 
is the world the horse leads to, the fall of a holy city, the 
broken-heartedness, homelessness and utter forlornness 
of Andromache. Odysseus weeps because he is deeply 
implicated in the perversion of high things and in vast 
human suffering, and because his delight in the play and 
display of his own incomparable resourcefulness has in 
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some way distracted his attention from what he has been 
implicated in. 

But this sorrow felt by Odysseus, a deeper sorrow 
perhaps than most human beings ever know, is not the 
deepest sorrow felt by Odysseus, who has come to 
Scheria from the island of Calypso, where deathlessness 
and agelessness are available to human beings. The 
deepest and widest sorrow that Odysseus feels, which 
somehow makes bearable all that is involved in facing his 
responsibility for the fall of a city whose men and wom
en also prayed to Zeus, is sorrow over a world-the world 
of mortals-in which all dear things are doomed to failure; 
which attempts, however, except in the eyes of utterly 
base human beings, are never objects of scorn or con
descension. 

The breadth and impartiality of Odysseus' sorrow 
shows itself again in book twenty-three. When Odysseus 
and Penelope are finally in their bed together, and after 
they have made love, Odysseus tells stories. He begins 
after the fall of Troy, and what he tells are "all cares, both 
so many as he had placed upon human beings and so 
many as he himself, sorrowing, toiled through." 

As Odysseus weeps these tears in which the whole 
mortal world is bathed, Alkinous, king of the Phaiaki
ans, asks Demodicus to cease from singing, and tells 
Odysseus that the time has come for the stranger to rev
eal his name. But Alkinous, who surely suspects strong
ly that this stranger is Odysseus, in whom Poseidon is 
going to be exceptionally interested, if he is in the fate 
of any storm-driven wanderer, "digresses" remarkably. 
After requiring of Odysseus that he declare his name, he 
recounts what he has heard from his father, namely that 
some day Poseidon, angry with the Phaiakians for giv
ing conveyance to some man, will turn the returning ship 
to stone and surround the city with a great wall to hide 
it. Alkinous gives Odysseus a chance to lie, to deny that 
he is Odysseus, or at least to present himself as an Odys
seus on good terms with Poseidon. At any rate, if Odys
seus does present himself as persecuted by Poseidon, he 
had better have some great good thing to offer the Phaiak
ians, in gratitude for which this people would be willing 
to run a very great risk-this people which has enjoyed, 
ever since its removal from the vicinity of the Cyclops 
who harried them savagely, a perfectly riskless existence; 
an existence, moreover, requiring no patience: the fruit 
trees are always in season, and human sorrows are un
derstood to be fashioned by the gods "so that there will 
be a song for men who are to come" -as if to say: let's 
get the sorrows and the lives over with, so that the song 
can begin. 

And it turns out, after Odysseus has told his story, that 
it seems to the Phaiakians that he has given them a great 
good thing, namely, the most wonderful stories they or 
anyone else have ever heard; moreover, he has somehow 
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brought them to understand that it is not quite right for 
human beings who live and choose to live a riskless ex
istence to delight in stories about human beings whose 
lives are full of risks. The Phaiakians somehow under
stand, when Odysseus has finished speaking, not only 
that sheer gratitude for a wonderful gift requires that they 
try to give Odysseus some good thing in return, namely, 
conveyance to his homeland, regardless of the risk to 
themselves; but also that in order truly to possess Odys
seus' wonderful stories, genuinely to enter into them, 
they themselves must run risks, must not lead an al
together sheltered-hence storyless-existence. And so 
they risk the thing they love best, their access to the sea, 
for the sake of Odysseus, and for their own sake. It is 
not entirely clear how their risk turns out, partly because 
of a textual question: Zeus says to Poseidon either "Turn 
the ship to stone but do not surround the city with a 
mountain to hide it" or "Turn the ship to stone and sur
round it with a huge mountain to hid it" (in Greek the 
difference between mi!de and mega). But in either case, we 
are told by Homer that Poseidon turned the returning 
ship to stone "and then he went away." 

II. 
Now let us consider for awhile the tales Odysseus tells 

to the Phaiakians during the wondrously long night of 
the assembly. The tales are full of monsters of various 
kinds and it is difficult for us to understand the status 
of these beings. Perhaps it would be good for us to keep 
in mind Socrates' statement in the Phaedrus that to know 
myself includes knowing whether I am a being as fierce 
and complicated as the monster Typhon or one to whom 
a gentler and simpler nature belongs-it seems difficult 
to speak of the human soul without speaking of monsters 
of one kind or another. 

But however uncertain we m(ly be about what account 
to give of the Cyclops, Skylla, the Siren and others, Odys
seus' tale is never unintelligible to us. This is so, I think, 
because centrally the tale is about human companionship, 
human pain at its being fractured, and human joy at its 
being restored. 

As we read in the first lines of the Odyssey, Odysseus 
suffered many sorrows deep in his heart struggling to 
achieve his soul and the return of his companions. These 
two objects of his striving seem to involve each other 
deeply. The return of his companions turns out to be im
possible. This impossibility is rooted both in the nature 
of the world-the adverse winds holding Odysseus and 
his companions on the island of the Sun cannot change 
until the prohibition against eating the sacred cattle has 
been violated; and in the nature of the companions-as 
the encounter with the Lotus-eaters indicates, to become 
forgetful of one's return follows from not being ready to 
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bring back tidings: unlike Odysseus, his companions are 
not able in imagination and speech to make their life be
fore the departure to Troy and their life after that mo
ment into one life-that is why they cannot return. But, 
as the next line informs us, what Odysseus desired most 
of all was to draw his companions to himself (erusthai). 
This was his ultimate task in relation to them, as theirs 
was actively to allow themselves to be drawn to Odys
seus. In this task both Odysseus and his companions suc
ceed. Their success receives its perfect seal in Elpenor's 
words to Odysseus in the underworld, that is, from be
yond life in which of course it is always possible to re
appraise what has happened. Elpenor, the youngest of 
Odysseus' companions, wholly affirms his life in the com
panionship. He asks Odysseus to remember him, and he 
asks that the oar with which he rowed be erected on his 
burial mound as a memorial to the time when ''I was 
among my companions." These final words spoken by 
Elpenor, and the affirmation they contain, render articu
late and therefore somehow bearable the sheer gesture 
which Odysseus describes as "the most piteous sight my 
eyes beheld in my sufferings as I questioned the ways 
of the sea": six of his companions seized by Skylla reach 
out their hands toward an impotent Odysseus and utter 
his name. 

Let me try to sketch briefly what happens to this com
panionship in the tale he tells the Phaiakians from the 
Adventure of the Bag of Winds to the Adventure of the 
Stag, and then make a suggestion about how such stories 
come to take shape. 

When Odysseus sleeps, and while his ships are within 
sight of lthaka, his companions open the bag given to 
Odysseus by King Aolius and a hurricane drives the ships 
far from Ithaka. Odysseus immediately considers throw
ing himself into the sea and ending his life. The alterna
tive, as he puts it to himself, is not simply to go on living, 
but rather "to go on being among men." All that Odys
seus and his companions have shared during ten years 
at Troy seems to stand revealed as mutual infidelity: there 
is mistrust, jealousy and resentment at ingratitude on the 
one side, and on Odysseus' side absent-mindedness, lack 
of imagination and complacency. That Odysseus brings 
these charges against himself is clear from two consider
ations: first, in narrating the adventure to the Phaiaki
ans, Odysseus speaks of the prospect of an early return 
having been ruined by "our own folly;" and, second, 
Odysseus after the fact is able to reconstruct in his previ
ously inattentive imagination the pained and resentful 
conversation among his men which he did not hear be
cause he was asleep. Odysseus decides to endure in si
lence and remain, but he conceals himself (kaluptesthai) 
and withdraws, as, we understand, do his men: no one 
has the heart to look anyone else in the face. 

In what follows the aloneness of Odysseus is not 
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spoken of, but rather presented in three tableaux. When 
they come to the island of the Lastrygonians, after the 
adventure of the winds, the other nine ships drop an
chor inside the harbor, Odysseus' ship alone outside the 
harbor. On this island, as again on the island of Circe, 
Odysseus alone climbs up to a high place of outlook and 
there takes his stand, a solitary figure against the sky. 
But then, on the island of Circe, a sort of miracle hap
pens: as Odysseus is returning to the ship, "Some one 
of the gods pitied me, being alone, and sent a great stag 
with towering antlers right in my very path.'' Odysseus 
slays the stag and, with much trouble on account of its 
size, manages to carry it back to the ship. And then "I 
threw him down by the ship and roused my companions, 
standing beside each man in turn and speaking to him 
in kind words: 'Dear friends, sorry as we are, we shall 
not yet go down to the house of Hades. Not until our 
day is appointed. Come then, while there is something 
to eat and drink by the fast ship, let us think of our food, 
and not be worn out with hunger.' So I spoke, and they 
listened at once to me and obeyed me, and unconceal
ing themselves (ek-kaluptesthai, the undoing of the con
cealment and withdrawal resulting from the Adventure 
of the Bag of Winds), along the shore of the unresting 
sea, they wondered at the stag; for truly he was a very 
big beast. But after they had looked at him and their eyes 
had enjoyed him, they washed their hands and set about 
preparing a communal high feast." 

Well, I think that it is not exactly the stag they are won
dering at, big though it be, but rather, shyly, they are 
wondering at the miracle of the restoration of compan
ionship and the possibility of communion that has some
how taken place. 

A number of important events affecting their recon
stituted fellowship follow, events which show that not 
only has their fellowship been re-constituted, but it has 
been constituted at a deeper level. The next morning 
Odysseus addresses his men in a way he has never ad
dressed them before. He says that none of them, includ
ing himself, knows the place of the rising of the sun or 
of its setting: they are deeply ignorant regarding the en
compassing things. But perhaps, all the same, there is 
some metis, some device, some plan, says polumetis Odys
seus, the man of many devices. Then he says: "But I do 
not think so." Odysseus is at a loss, and says so out loud. 

Events, however, arrange themselves, and Odysseus 
must risk emasculation, that is, in some way risk his re
lation to Penelope for the sake of his men whom Circe 
has turned into swine. This adventure has a happy end
ing, and Odysseus' men, having feared that he was lost, 
tell him in winged words, '"0 great Odysseus, we are 
as happy to see you returning as if we had come back 
to our own Ithakan country." But this moment is not 
enough. As Circe says to all of them, "Now you are all 
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dried out, dispirited from the constant thought of your 
hard wandering, nor is there any spirit in your festivity, 
because of so much suffering." 

Odysseus recognizes the truth of this: the companion
ship, which is not forever, needs festive time spent 
together. And Odysseus must let his companions tell him 
how much time is necessary. They come to him at the 
end of a year spent on Circe's island and say that the time 
has come to go. Once more they make for home. But of 
course only Odysseus returns. 

The others perish at sea for having eaten the sacred cat
tle of the Sun, after valiantly resisting this temptation for 
a long time. In response to their urgent plea not to meas
ure their endurance by his own endurance, nor to ask 
of them that they make his endurance their own meas
ure, Odysseus wanders off while his companions choose 
likely death at sea over starvation. Once again, Odysseus 
knows exactly what they say to each other without hav
ing been present. He knows their ways and respects their 
dignity. Above all, he has heard Elpenor, the youngest 
and most foolish of them all, who fell to his death be
cause of athesphatos oinos, 11 IDOre wine than even a god 
could say," pronounce his blessing upon the time "I was 
among my companions." 

Let me try to say a few words concerning this story 
Odysseus tells to the Phaiakians about his experiences 
in companionship in the middle of a world populated by 
monsters. How does it become a story rather than a mere 
sequence of happenings? For me this question means es
pecially: how does Odysseus know that the appearing 
of the mighty stag was brought about by some one of the 
gods-he does not say which one-who pitied him be
cause he was alone? For after all, only on this "interpre
tation" of the appearing of the stag does the stag become 
the beginning of reconciliation and the restoration of com
munion. My suggestion would be that, although· at the 
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time of this happening Odysseus was somehow aware 
of its meaning, he comes to comprehend its full mean
ing only when he puts it into a story. I mean two things 
by this. First, Odysseus does not describe his feelings of 
loneliness; rather, he describes one ship outside a har
bor and nine within, and a man twice taking his stand 
by himself on a high place of outlook. Again, he describes 
himself and the others withdrawing into concealment and 
emerging from concealment. Happenings seem to be 
more important than feelings for story-telling. 

But second, and more important, and in some way 
qualifying my first suggestion, I think it is of decisive im
portance that Odysseus tells his story to Alkinous and 
Arete, not to himself. It is probably true that important 
stories, true stories, the narration of the truth of what 
happened, must be prepared in solitude: perhaps Odys
seus could have said nothing true about what happened 
if he had spent any fewer than seven years in conceal
ment with Calypso. But, I suggest, the most important 
truths of any story are the truths we hear for the first time 
as we tell the story to someone else, try to reach his soul 
with our words, try to make him understand how it was. 
I cannot, of course, prove this, but I firmly believe that 
when Odysseus heard himself telling Allcinous and Arete 
that the stag appeared because some one of the gods 
pitied him in his aloneness, he knew immediately that 
this was the truth of the matter, although he had never 
before said any such thing to himself, even tentatively. 

Let us leave Odysseus for now. He has many troubles 
still to face when he reaches Ithaka. But for now we can 
with Homer be happy as the ship of the Phaiakians car
ries him homeward: "She carried a man with a mind like 
the gods for counsel, one whose spirit up to this time had 
endured much, suffering many pains: the wars of men, 
hard crossing of the big waters; but now he slept still, 
forgetful of all he had suffered." 
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Odysseus with his Father 

The Irishman Robert Fitzgerald, one of our translators, 
writes this about the pertinence of the Odyssey: "Elec
tronic brains may help us to use our heads but will not 
excuse us from that duty, and as to our hearts
cardiograms cannot diagnose what may be most ill about 
them, or confirm what is best. The faithful woman and 
the versatile brave man, the wakeful intelligence open to 
inspiration or grace-these are still exemplary for our 
kind, as they always were and always will be." 

What I want to ask is: what can we learn from the 
Odyssey about how the wakeful intelligence, as we see it 
in Penelope and Odysseus, can be open to inspiration 
or grace, how it can keep itself open to these. This ques
tion is another version of the question we were wonder
ing about at the end of our last meeting, and about which 
Ann-Martine spoke so beautifully: how do the gods ap
pear to human beings in time of peace? 

Let me try to make this question more specific by 
presenting some thoughts about the coming together of 
Odysseus with his Jather. When Odysseus sees Laertes 
for the first time in twenty years "with great misery in 
his heart, and oppressed by old age, Odysseus stood un
der a towering pear tree and shed tears for him, and 
deliberated then in his heart and his spirit whether to em
brace his father and kiss him and tell him everything, how 
he was come again to his dear native country, or ques
tion him first about everything, and make trial of him. 

''Odysseus with his Father'' was originally written as a precep
torial paper (of the kind the students were asked to write) in 
Santa Fe; the second paragraph refers to a student who read 
a paper at a previous meeting. Later "Odysseus with his Father" 
was delivered as a summer lecture in Annapolis. 
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In the division of his heart this way seemed best to him, 
first to make trial of him, and speak in words of 
mockery.'' 

Thus Lattimore. It is useful to know two things about 
the Greek. First, "to make trial of" is the midclle-voice 
peiraomai, which means as much "to make trial of one
self in relation to" as "to make trial of the other." Sec
ond, "mockery" translates kertomios, which means liter
ally "heart-cutting." It is clear before long that the heart 
into which Odysseus' words cut is his own. Why must 
Odysseus come together with his father by speaking 
words that cut into his own heart? · 

Let us listen to Fitzgerald's fine and revealing transla
tion of the story polumetis Odysseus tells his father: "Yes, 
he said, I can tell you all those things. I come from Rover's 
Passage, where my home is, and I'm King All woe's only 
son. My name is Quarrelman." And so on. This "story" 
is inept, clumsy, unconvincing. It is the only such story 
Odysseus tells in the whole poem. Why is this so? 

I think that Odysseus tells his father a story because 
he needs time to be near his father before revealing him
self, and he gives himself time by doing what he knows 
he can do-telling stories. The story is inept because 
Odysseus is so full of feeling, so little "self-possessed" 
in the ordinary sense of the term: the story is ill
composed because he is ill-composed. Why is this so, and 
in particular why does Odysseus need to give himself 
time before he can embrace his father? 

I think there are two reasons for this. The first is that 
it is never a light or easy matter to embrace in its actual 
presence a long hoped-for thing, particularly when one's 
hoping has been of that special kind that we call hoping 
against hope. And indeed there has been for Odysseus 

WINTER 1986 



much to hope against. Eight years before returning to 
Ithaka Odysseus hears from his mother in Hades who 
died from grief for him that his father's life is nothing 
but sorrow and longing on his account and that harsh 
old age is upon him. During the next eight years he hears 
nothing of his father. In this time his imaginings about 
coming together with Penelope and Telemachos must 
have been full of uncertainties and anxieties. But of his 
father-of the chances of finding him alive-how often 
did he dare let his thoughts turn that way? And yet how 
often, thinking or not, must this hope have died within 
him and then been re-born, the re-birth being as pain
ful as the death? 

I think that somehow, as Odysseus stands in the or
chard, all of this must repeat itself in him, so as to be fi
nally settled. And that is one reason why he needs to give 
himself time in his father's presence, before embracing 
him. 

A second reason is something very difficult to speak 
of, and I shall say only a few words. I think that as peo
ple become middle-aged, it is hard for them to be will
ing to see how old their parents have become, and what 
suffering is visible in their faces. This seems especially 
so when one is aware, as Odysseus polustonos surely is, 
of the extent of one's own responsibility for that suffer
ing. And so Odysseus must force himself really to look 
at his father. 

Finally, his body tells him when he has had enough 
time, or, rather, when he cannot stand to have any more: 
"and now in his nostrils there was a shock of bitter force 
as he looked on his father. He sprang to him and em
braced and kissed and then said to him .... " 

What is appropriate for Odysseus to say to his father? 
What is the proper way for him to reveal himself? Laertes 
is not Telemachos or Euricleia or Eumaios or Penelope. 
Who are these two, father and son, for each other? 

One might have expected Odysseus to have given 
much thought to this matter; and to have composed a 
plan. But clearly he has no plan, nor has he at this mo
ment the self-possessionto design one on the spot. Cast
ing about wildly, as it seems to me, he first tries the scar, 
the wound inflicted by the tusk of a boar. But he immedi
ately knows that this is not right. 

Let us step back for a moment and think for ourselves 
about who Laertes might be and what wanderings about 
his son might be on his mind. In Book 1 Athena disguised 
as an old family friend speaks to Telemachos of "the aged 
hero Laertes." We readily see him as aged-we hear again 
and again of the shroud being prepared for him-but how 
is he a hero? ln Book 22 the vile hands of Melanthios hold 
"the ancient shield, all fouled with mildew, of the hero 
Laertes, which he had carried when he was a young man. 
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It had been lying there, and the stitches were gone on 
the handstraps. '' In Book 4 a desperate Penelope thinks 
to ask Laertes for help, but Eurucleia dissuades her from 
adding to his afflictions, speaking as if he were nothing 
but an afflicted one. 

Moreover, our questions about Laertes as hero come 
not only from his age and sorrow. We are pretty certain 
that the Phaiakians know no songs about Laertes. In that 
sense the son seems vastly to have surpassed the father. 
And that is not an easy thing to live with, either for 
fathers or for sons. We wonder why Odysseus became 
king of Ithaka at so early an age (20 perhaps). 

And yet we also know something altogether wonder
ful about Laertes. In the early books of the poem, we hear 
from Mentor, Athena, and Penelope that Odysseus, 
young as he was, was a wonderfully good and just king. 
(A few years ago a young friend of mine, then 17, told 
me she liked that part a lot-that someone young could 
be good at something important-because in general what 
she had learned from the Odyssey-which seemed true 
to her but a little sad-is that nobody can understand any
thing abouHhe world until they're middle-aged.) All 
three witnesses praise the young Odysseus above all for 
having been, in his kingliness, "as gentle as a father." 

Well, no one, I think, can be as gentle as a father 
without having learned gentleness from his father, and 
so Odysseus' debt is immeasurable, unsayable. But some
thing must be said, at this very moment, by Odysseus 
to Laertes. What words will come, and what will be their 
source? We remember that long ago Athena told 
Telemachos, as he was making his beginning in the 
world: "Some of it you yourself will see in your own 
heart, and some the divinity will put in your mind." 

Odysseus says to his father after 20 years: "Let me tell 
you of the trees in the well-worked orchard, which you 
gave me once. I asked you of each one, when I was a 
child, following you through the garden. We we,nt among 
the trees, and you named them all and told me what each 
one was, and you gave me 13 pear trees· and 10 apple 
trees, and 40 fig trees; and so also you named the 50 vines 
you would give. Each of them bore regularly, for there 
were grapes at every stage upon them, whenever the sea
sons of Zeus came down from the sky upon them, to 
make them heavy." 

Odysseus tells his father that nothing in his life, which 
to such an extent has become matter for song, has been 
more important to him than a certain afternoon spent 
with his father when he was 10 years old and beginning 
to learn of the seasons of Zeus. 

My question is whether children and parents can speak 
and hear such words in the world without the grace of 
the gods. 
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A Scene from Electra 

I would like to talk to you about a scene from Sopho
cles' drama called Electra, the scene in which Electra 
recognizes the young man standing before her as her 
brother Orestes, for whose return she has longed and 
prayed, year after year, but whom she now believes, for 
apparently "sufficient reason", to be dead. I shall use 
this scene somewhat freely, though I hope not arbitrari
ly or arrogantly, because I really want to talk to you about 
something else-that is, I shall take this extraordinary 
recognition scene as a sort of parable for the advent of 
hoped-for and saving truth into the soul, which advent 
sometimes seems to be a kind of miracle. I shall read you 
a translation of the scene, and then make a few 
comments. 

Let me explain that Orestes has come home in disguise, 
preceded by a messenger who tells a richly circumstan
tial and plausible tale of Orestes' death in a chariot race, 
and himself claiming that the urn he bears contains the 
ashes of Orestes. Electra now holds the urn. Orestes 
makes certain the chorus is friendly. Now I quote. 

Orestes: Then give up this urn, so that you may under
stand everything. 
Electra: Do not in the name of God do this to me, stranger. 
Orestes: Obey him who now speaks, and you shall never 
go amiss. 
Electra: Do not, I beseech you, take from me the dearest 
things. 
Orestes: I refuse to permit you to keep this. 

"A Scene from Electra " was written for one of his classes in 
one of his first years at the college. 
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Electra: 0, I am wretched over you, Orestes, if I shall be 
deprived of your burial. 
Orestes: Do not blaspheme. Your lament is not just. 
Electra: How is it not just that I lament my dead brother? 
Orestes: It is not fitting for you to utter this phrase. 
Electra: Am I held in such dishonor by the dead? 
Orestes: You are held in dishonor by no one; but this is 
not for you. 
Electra: It is, if this is indeed the body of Orestes I hold 
here. 
Orestes: But it is not the body of Orestes, except dressed 
up in speech. 
Electra: Where then is the grave of that miserable one? 
Orestes: It does not exist; for of the living there is no grave. 
Electra: What are you saying, lad? 
Orestes: There is nothing false among the things which 
I say. 
Electra: Can it be that the man lives? 
Orestes: If I have life. 
Electra: Can you be that one? 
Orestes: Having looked at my signet-ring, once our 
father's, learn if I speak true. 
Electra: 0 dearest light. 
Orestes: Dearest, I bear witness with you. 
Electra: 0 voice, have you come? 
Orestes: No longer learn from another place. 
Electra: Do I hold you in my arms? 
Orestes: May you hold me always. 

Now for my comments: 
Before she can "understand everything", Electra is re

quired to give up the urn supposed to contain the remains 
of Orestes. This urn fits perfectly into, and hence 
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represents, the whole context formed by what Electra "al
ready knows". It represents the web of "well-attested 
facts" into which any new truth must fit, the verisimilar 
or ''truth-like'', the coherently circumstantial, hence 
plausible-thus the messenger's description of Orestes' 
fatal accident during the chariot race is full of detail both 
highly technical and vivid. And finally it represents the 
"realistic", i.e. the resigned and the proudly disenchant
ed, as opposed to the urge to hope against hope. All of 
this-the merely verisimilar as well as the pathos of hav
ing cast off all comforting illusions-Electra must give up 
if she is to have Truth Itself. 

And why must she do this? Not because it inherently 
makes sense, still less because it is the correct method 
of attaining truth so that universally it should be our poli
cy, but because truth requires it of her here and now. 
Thus Orestes in response points not to the content of the 
requirement but to that which, at this moment, utters the 
requirement: "Obey him who is speaking and you shall 
never go amiss.'' 

Moments later, these words break forth from Electra: 
ua dearest light" -not, we must understand, any so
called "light of reason" within Electra which has search
ingly and critically scrutinized a would-be truth and 
found it admissible, but a light whose source is outside 
of Electra and which has flooded into the darkest places 
of her dark and bitter soul. 

Is it indeed the signet-ring, once their father's, now 
in the possession of the man claiming to be Orestes, 
which causes Electra to know that the man who stands 
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before her is in truth the hoped-for deliverer from the 
agonies of her existence? 

Let us see: Electra: "0 voice, have you come? I Orestes: 
"No longer learn from another place." The word trans
lated as "learn" is punthanomai, which means "to learn 
by hearsay, having inquired" or in general to learn 
second-hand, which meaning was decisively determined 
by the usage of Herodotus. That is, Orestes is saying: 
Learn that it is I who have come, not through any exter
nal signs or proofs, e.g. the signet-ring, or some other 
human witness, or some coherent account of how my be
ing alive is to be reconciled with the report, including the 
report given by me, that I was dead-but rather, know 
that it is I through the very experiencing of my voice; not 
through the plausibility of the content of what I say but 
through the joy in your heart when you hear me-that 
joy must be so strong and deep that it could not possibly 
have been caused by an imposter or based on delusion. 
Profoundest joy is caused by a being, not be the mere 
idea (which may be true or false) of a being. 

Finally, Electra says "Do I hold you in my arms?" 
Orestes replies-in the optative mood; it is a prayer
"May you hold me always." With the miraculous advent 
of hoped-for and saving truth into the soul, the agonies 
of one's life are not yet over. Serene security is not es
tablished. But it is possible, in the midst of all agonies, 
to hold the truth tight against one's breast. Because, in 
the end, the reason why men have arms is not in order 

· to ward off, but in order to embrace. 
I wish you happiness. 
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About Sophocles' Philoctetes 

In Sophocles' Philoctetes, Neoptolemus, son of Achilles, 
addresses to Philoctetes this question: "Then is there not 
in the world also room for changing one's rrtind back 
again?" I propose in this lecture to reflect on the mean
ing of this question within the play (and beyond it) and 
on the answer given by the play. To do this it will be 
necessary for me to explore the meanings of two words 
which occur in the play, the word analabein used by Ne
optolemus and the word daimon used by Philoctetes. 

When N eoptolemus is confronted by Odysseus on his 
way back to Philoctetes' cave to restore the bow, he 
declares his intention in this way: "Having sinned a 
shameful sin, I shall attempt to take-up-and-back-again 
(analabein)." At the play's end, Philoctetes declares his 
willingness to go "whither the great destiny (megala 
Moira) brings me, and the judgment of friends, and the 
all-subduing daimon, who brought these things to ful
fillment.'' 

(Let me remark parenthetically: my interpretation of 
these two words does not precede my interpretation of 
the play as a whole. This procedure implies that one does 
not understand what a play says from understanding 
what all the words say but rather that one comes to un
derstand what certain crucial words say from understand
ing what the play as a whole says. This in tum implies 
that poetry, dramatic poetry as well as lyric, is essentially 
a matter of naming things, of pronouncing a revelatory 
word, prior to which the thing named is not fully present 
in the world.) 

Let us return to analabein and daimon. Familiarity with 

"About Sophocles' Philoctetes" was delivered as a Wednesday 
night lecture in the spring of 1975. 
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the main lines of action in the play must be presupposed, 
but it will be helpful to take explicit notice of certain ut
terances first of Neoptolemus, then of Philoctetes, in the 
scenes in which we are first introduced to them. 

Neoptolemus' initial resistance to Odysseus' proposal 
for capturing Philoctetes' bow by guile culrrtinates in this 
assertion: "For I was bom to do nothing from base art
fulness, neither I myself nor, so they say, he who fathered 
me forth (ho ekphusas)." Neoptolemus wishes to be wor
thy of his father, whom he first saw when Achilles lay 
on his funeral pyre, of whom, living, he has only heard. 
But the word by which Neoptolemus characterizes 
Achilles appears to bear special emphasis in this context. 
(Compare Philoctetes' later denial-more hopeful than 
confident-that Neoptolemus has done anything exo tou 
phuteusantos-outside of and alien to him who fathered.) 
Ho phusas by itself would mean the father, the one who 
begot, who fathered. But Neoptolemus speaks of him
self as having been fathered forth (ek-phusas), fathered out 
from, placed out from, exposed. Philoctetes is not the 
only solitary figure in the play. 

Odysseus counters this assertion by Neoptolemus, as 
he also couhters his other objections. His blandishments 
culrrtinate in this promise, whose involuted form brings 
out the most important point: "Wise (sophos) as well 
as, the same man, also valiant (agathos) you would be 
called at the same time (hama)." Odysseus seems to hold 
out to the New Warrior-the meaning of the name 
Neoptolemus-the prospect of a wholly new and un
precedented mode of being human. Some men, Nestor 
for example, are widely called wise; others, perhaps 
Achilles above all, are widely called valiant; if there is any
one who is-the same man-called both wise and vali-
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ant it is Odysseus, but only in a certain manner. As he 
himself says: "Of whatever sort there is need at a given 
time, such a one am 1''-that is, valiant when circum
stances require, wise when that is appropriate. But Odys
seus holds out to Neoptolemus a still more prodigious 
prospect: he, the same man, would be called both wise 
and valiant at the same time. He would not be subject to 
that fragmentation and dispersion in tiroe which has been 
the lot of even the most excellent men hitherto. Neop
tolemus' natural endowments and the configuration of 
events are so in harmony that the world may have a 
chance to behold in his person and action a fullness 
hitherto only dreamt of. The young man immediately 
responds: "I shall act, having dismissed once for all all 
shame." He uses the aorist participle, indicating that the 
dismissing of shame is here understood not as a continu
ing struggle to which one may or may not prove equal, 
but rather as an event which occupies a moment1 a mo
ment which recedes further and further into the past as 
time goes by. 

Let us now consider Philoctetes' first speech as he ad
dresses Neoptolemus and the sailors: "Do not, having 
feared me, be struck with hesitation and shrinking back 
in the face of one who has grown savage away from him
self (from apo-agriomaz). '' Philoctetes knows well enough 
what sort of aspect he must present to strangers, nor does 
he say that his having grown savage or wild is a matter 
of appearance only. He does however insist that in grow
ing savage he has grown away (apo) from himself, not, 
we must understand, merely away from what he once 
was, so that kindness should be extended in memory of 
what once had been, but away from what he is right now, 
from what he truly is. The terrible tension of this posi
tion emerges more sharply from the immediate sequel: 
"But having pitied a wretched man, alone, afflicted so 
very lonely and friendless, utter a sound." Let us con
sider the sequence of adjectives: along (monos), lonely 
(eremos) and friendless (aphilos). A rock lying in the mid
dle of a field can be alone-there can be only one rock, not 
two-but it cannot be lonely, and no more can it be friend
less. That a rock has no friends does not make it aphilos. 
Only a being which is in itself referred to friendship, to 
living with friends, only a social being, can be friendless. 
But the inner referredness to living with friends, without 
which one is incapable even of being friendless, may not 
be a simply secure, automatically viable possession. 
Within the experience of a man who is forced to live for 
a long time without friends, may not the very referred
ness to friends and friendship atrophy, so that the man's 
soul, in respect of its openness to and (prior even to any 
specific yearning) its relatedness to other men, will shrivel 
up toward and into the mode of being of a rock, no more 
capable of being friendless than of having friends? Does 
not the resistance to this shrivelling up require a sustain-
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ing of the capacity for friendlessness, an active refusal 
to cease to feel a lack? Thus it seems that there may be 
brave affirmation, even perhaps a sort of pride, as well 
as an appeal to pity, in Philoctetes' characterization of 
himself as "alone, lonely and friendless". Whether or not 
there is pride in this appeal, there is surely magnificent 
pride in what Philoctetes says next: "Make exchange. For 
it is not right, either for me to fail of having you, at least 
in this matter of exchanging speech, nor for you to fail 
of having me". Philoctetes asserts that he, too, for all his 
pain and poverty, has something to offer. What he has 
to offer Neoptolemus in particular is what we must try 
to see. But first we must know what it is that Neoptole
mus needs and hopes for. This is summoned up by the 
word analabein, which occurs only this once in Sophocles' 
extant writings. 

In his encounter with Odysseus after he has decided 
to restore the bow, Neoptolemus says that he has sinned 
(hamartanein), that his sin (hamartia) is shameful and that 
"I shall attempt to take-up-and-back-again (analabein)". 
The name of what he hopes to do is analabein. What does 
this mean? For the moment I shall translate labein as 
"take". Ana used as a prefix may mean up (anablepo, I 
look up; anabaino, I go up, I mount) or it may mean back, 
backwards (anachOreo, I go back, I retreat or withdraw) or 
it may mean again (anagignosko, I know again, recognize; 
anamnesis, recollection). Here we are permitted and dis
posed by the play to take it in all three senses at once. 

Neoptolemus must attempt to take up-that is, in the 
first place, take up responsibility for what he has done 
and is doing. In the scene with Philoctetes in which N e
optolemus reveals his intention to take the archer to Troy, 
Neoptolemus' resolve to carry out Odysseus' plan is 
shaken as he touches Philoctetes, weakened by a fresh 
attack of his sore, in helping him to his feet. The young 
man says: "I know not whither it is useful to turn the 
wayless word" and" All is disgusting (literally: "unhan
dy", duschereia) whenever someone, leaving his own na
ture, does things which are not fitting for him". But 
instead of acting on these impulses, or on the other hand 
setting himself in opposition to them, he literally abdi
cates, denying that he is an agent at all in the affair. He 
says: "A great necessity rules over these things". And 
when Philoctetes says climactically: "I am destroyed, 
wretch that I am, I have been betrayed. What have you 
done to me, stranger? Return the weapons to me irnmedi
ately."-his reply is not that he will not or even that he 
cannot but rather that "it is not possible", not perhaps 
because of some choice he has made but rather because 
"both the just and the advantageous make me (poiein) 
obey those in authority" as if "the just and the advanta
geous" were authentically agents; the 'T' has disap
peared in favor of a "me" who is the object of a making 
(poiein). The taking-up which Neoptolemus must at-
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tempt, which he has already begun but which he must 
sustain, shunning all evasions, is primarily the taking
up of responsibility as an I who is a center of choice. 

But analabein also means "to take back". It is not clear 
that Neoptolemus can take back his deed of betrayal, re
store to their pristine condition Philoctetes' soul as well 
as his own. According to the words of Odysseus' origi
nal commission, the proper object of Neoptolemus' act 
of kleptein (which may mean "deceive" but primarily 
means "steal") was not, as one expected, Philoctetes' bow 
but rather his soul. Hence the bare act of restoring the 
bow hardly constitutes the taking-back of what Neop
tolemus has done. But whether or not a taking-back in 
the decisive sense is possible, a movement backwards/ 
a going back, is part of what Neoptolemus must attempt. 
Thus Odysseus describes him as "turned back again (au 
palintropos) on the road" and he himself says that he is 
"about to undo so much as I did sinfully in the time be
fore". Whatever else may be involved in Neoptolemus' 
"repentance", one necessary ingredient is a retracing of 
his steps and a submitting to having his action deter
mined by what he has already sinfully done-"so much 
as" means "no more than" as well as 0

TIO less than"; 
there is no margin for spontaneity. Taking-up responsi
bility as an agent after one has sinned requires taking
back, that is, requires accepting in a manly spirit the 
melancholy prospect of the absolute loss of spontaneity. 

But analabein also means "taking again" or "taking 
anew" as anagignOskein means knowing again, recogniz
ing and anamnesis means remembering again. It suggests 
that a kind of newness, or at least renewal, is indeed pos
sible. One must suppose that Neo-ptolemus, the new 
warrior, the young warrior, hopes so with all his heart. 
For he must feel that what he has lost is most of all his 
youth. But this means, in Greek, which speaks of the 
young as hoi neoi, the new ones, that he has lost his new
ness and his capacity for beginning something new, 
something which not only has never been before, but 
which is moreover not simply the consequence of what 
has been before. Although it is indeliberate, it must seem 
to Neoptolemus a cruel irony when Odysseus asks "Sur
ely you do not plan something new?" "Nothing new", 
Neoptolemus replies-that means, nothing new, nothing 
young, nothing spontaneous, no new beginnings, not 
now nor ever; nothing but, inwardly, one staggering and 
reeling reaction, ending only in death, to one premature 
and confused action; and outwardly, the attempt to walk 
with measured and manly tread while supporting the 
chain of events which one forged unknowingly. 

From this point of view, Neoptolemus' attempt at 
analabein must be an attempt to take again and take anew 
his being young, his being an originator of new things, 
his being a genuine beginner. But it seems that here the 
labein of analabein must be not a "taking" but rather a 
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"receiving" as this ambiguous verb permits. His youth 
and his newness seem to be something which Neoptole
mus must receive anew rather than take anew. Hence his 
"I shall attempt" must mean in this case "I shall hope". 
Analabein in the sense of taking up responsibility is within 
Neoptolemus' power to do; analabein in the sense of tak
ing back what he has done is, at least, within his power 
to attempt; but analabein in the sense of receiving anew 
his newness can finally be only an object of his hoping-it 
is only within his power to the extent that the attempt 
to take up and to take back, which are its necessary but 
not sufficient conditions, are within his power. Beyond 
that, Neoptolemus must renounce all claims on what will 
follow; nothing is owed him. Neoptolemus indeed per
forms this renunciation: "Let the future be what it will". 

But if his being young and being new is something 
which Neoptolemus can only receive, not take, anew, it 
must be from Philoctetes if from anyone that Neoptole
mus can receive this. It is to Philoctetes that he address
es the question: "Then is there not in the world also room 
for changing one's mind back again (metagnonai)?" It is 
for Philoctetes to answer this question not only because 
he is more experienced in the ways of the world than is 
Neoptolemus, but above all because the relevant world is 
his world, the world of the island of Lemnos. The an
swer seems to be for him a matter of resolution, not mere 
declaration. (Even in the world of Lemnos, however, it 
is not clear that Philoctetes' will is the final court of ap
peal: Philoctetes himself, as he bids the island farewell, 
asks that it send him on his voyage "without blame"
perhaps there is an important connection between the is
land as such and the megala Moira-the great destiny-of 
which Philoctetes speaks at the end of the play.) 

But what exactly does Neoptolemus hope to receive 
from Philoctetes? It seems that one cannot quite answer 
"forgiveness". The New Testament word which is trans
lated as "forgive" (as in "forgive us our debts as we for
give our debtors") is aphienai. This word occurs in the 
play only in contexts which strictly preclude this render
ing. Two notable instances are: Neoptolemus "having dis
missed all shame" and Philoctetes praying that he be 
"released" from the light of day so that he might do down 
to Hades. Nor is there any other word in the play which 
can be translated as "forgiveness". This perhaps surpris
ing "omission" may be connected with another "omis
sion". The verb iasthai, to heal, cure, and its derivatives 
such as iasis, healing and iatros, one who heals, do not 
occur in the play. Again and again with regard to Philoc
tetes' disease one speaks of cessation, respite, relief, 
softening, but never quite of healing. Could this mean 
that in the most radical sense no healing either takes place 
or is promised in the play? And could this in turn be be
cause no forgiveness is granted, if by "forgiveness" we 
mean that which is commensurate with our deepest 
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need? To understand the point of this last question one 
must ask oneself: what if, as might have happened, Ne
optolemus had indeed "changed his mind back again" 
but it had not been within his power to restore the bow 
(suppose for example that Odysseus had it securely in 
his possession). And suppose it had not been in Neop
tolemus' power to take Philoctetes home; and again, that 
a glorious success for Philoctetes at Troy had not been 
ordained and hence could not be promised. In a word, 
suppose that Neoptolemus really had, through his sin, 
brought Philoctetes to doom and destruction for which 
on the level of action there was no remedy; and yet that 
Neoptolemus had truly and sincerely changed his mind 
back again. Would there have been an answering move
ment within the heart of Philoctetes, in acceptance of Ne
optolemus' hopeful proffer of friendship, and in pity for 
the suffering of Neoptolemus, the suffering of contrition? 
To be sure, the play does not permit one to answer such 
a question definitively, but the exclusion of the words 
"forgiveness" and "healing" from the world of the play 
perhaps indicates the limits of Sophocles' most generous 
hope in this matter, and also, perhaps, provides some 
insight into the celebration of the mystery of the literal 
undoing of the deeds and life of Oedipus-their proces
sion into non-being-in Oedipus at Colonus, the play im
mediately following Philoctetes, with which Sophocles 
ends his life as a dramatist at the age of 90. 

But all of this appears to be what the play is not about. 
Let us try to re-enter the play itself. If what Neoptole
mus hopes from Philoctetes is not radical forgiveness, 
what does he hope? What may be required of Philoctetes? 
More revealing than anything else are the two impera
tives which Neoptolemus addresses to Philoctetes as he 
attempts to restore the bow, both of which, remarkably, 
are progressive imperatives, expressing continuing action 
rather than a discrete event whose definite end is clearly 
envisaged, such as is expressed by the aorist imperative. 
Neoptolemus says: "Be accepting from my hand these 
weapons" and again "Be stretching forth your right hand 
and be master of your weapons" (as if to say: the mo
ment must be prolonged into a lifetime, Philoctetes be
ing rightful master of the weapons only so long as he is 
stretching forth his hand in trust and exposedness). 

But is Philoctetes capable of so sustained and persever
ing an effort? Is he willing to undertake it? What support 
must he require, in what may he place his trust, as he 
exposes himself thus indefinitely? In any case, the play 
is rightly named for Philoctetes: the disposition of the 
plight of Neoptolemus as well as the disposition of the 
plight of Philoctetes depends upon Philoctetes. 

By the play's end Philoctetes has assented to the words 
of Heracles and has paid homage to the "all-subduing 
daimon, who has brought these things to fulfillment". 
What is the connection between the words of Heracles 
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and the all-subduing daimon in which Philoctetes now 
places his trust? Let us consider the situation of Philoc
tetes immediately before the appearance of Heracles. 

Philoctetes has been an archer. His inescapable arrows, 
as Odysseus puts it, "send death on ahead" (propempein). 
That is, he does not expose himself as other warriors do; 
it is almost an occupational deformation in him to 
separate himself from other men, not to run the risks of 
nearness which others run. When once he did "draw 
near" (pelazein) a hidden-because-uncovered shrine (a 
pun on kalupteinlakaluptos) he was bitten by a viper. Now 
on his island, he has already rejected the invitation of the 
chorus to "draw near (pelazein) to one who draws near 
to you wholly well-intentioned." And his very last words 
prior to the appearance of Heracles will be "I shall pre
vent the Greeks from drawing near" (pelazein, again). 

It is from out of this sort of experience that Philoctetes 
speaks as he now considers whether he might return with 
Neoptolemus to Troy: "For not the pain of the things 
which have already gone by bites me, but I seem to fore
see the sort which it is necessary still to suffer from these 
men. For in those in whom the mind has once become 
the mother of evils, it teaches them to be evil in other 
things too." This ascription of utter uniformity, hence 
reliability, to the souls of those who have once been guilty 
of betrayal permits one to orient oneself unequivocally 
in the world, to enjoy an impervious security in the dis
position of one's soul, though not of course in one's body. 
But is it true? Does it not involve an arrogant foreclosing 
of possibilities which are not legitimately at Philoctetes' 
disposal to foreclose? 

Against the background of this general attitude, 
however, Philoctetes takes up a radically different atti
tude toward Neoptolemus in particular. Now instead of 
ascribing utter uniformity, hence predictability, to the 
soul of Neoptolemus, understood as the source and 
ground of his actions-which ascription would seem to 
make friendship and trust between the two men impos
sible, since Neoptolemus' soul has once become mother 
of evils-Philoctetes in effect denies that Neoptolemus has 
a soul, that is, he denies that there is any constant source 
and ground, uniform and predictable or otherwise, of Ne
optolemus' actions. 

Sufficiently telling in this respect is Philoctetes' use, 
three times within the crucial conversation in which N e
optolemus restores the weapons, attempts to persuade 
him to come to Troy, and finally agrees to take him home, 
of vocative participles (which are rare in Greek, and indeed 
have no distinctive endings of their own, being indistin
guishable rather from nominative participles): "0 one 
who just spoke the dearest things, if you say genuine 
things" (Here the participle is aorist in aspect). Again: 
"0 one who just gave dread counsel" (another aorist par
ticiple). And again: "0 one who has spoken a noble 
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word" (here the participle is perfect in aspect). 
What does it mean to address someone repeatedly in 

terms of what he has done, indeed what he has just now 
done, this very moment? It means to identify the doer 
with the doing, to deny that there is a self which grounds 
the doing, which is its responsible and somehow depend
able cause, which stands behind it and disposes of it, 
which transcends it in such a way that it is not exhaust
ed by the sum of all its doings, far less by any one of 
them. We are reminded perhaps of the Aristotelian equa
tion of divine nous and noein, the equation of a noun and 
a verb, pointing to a mode of being which is sheer do
ing. But to use participles whose aspect is aorist as Philoc
tetes does in the first two instances means, in 
contradistinction to Aristotle's God in whom the absence 
of mere capability ensures perfect changelessness-utter 
chaos, an unconnected sequence of sheer happenings, 
each one passing quickly away, giving one no hint about 
what to expect next, so that one clutches at the happen
ing now momentarily manifest if its content is favorable 
to one. Within the realm in which the doer is identified 
with his doing (in the present case most especially with 
his saying) the only cure for the unbearable anxiety thus 
engendered is to convert, with all the energy of hope and 
insistence at one's disposal, some primarily discrete and 
singular action (expressed by the aorist participle) into 
the perfect tense, constituting some one doing or saying 
as the definitive, stable, reliable one: "0 one who has 
spoken, definitively and permanently, beyond all possi
bility of revocation or alteration, a noble word". 

This is how the play would end, it appears, save for 
the intervention of Heracles, after which a new answer 
is provided to the question, in what can one place one's 
trust in a world in which men's doings and sufferings 
cannot be foreseen. The new answer is-in the all
subduing daimon. What does this mean? But first, what 
does the appearance of Heracles accomplish? Why is it 
necessary? That is not easy to say, but I would make two 
suggestions. 

In general the appearance of Heracles seems necessary 
as the remedy for the partial but powerful truth enun
ciated by Odysseus: experience seems to refute positive
ly, but to confirm only negatively. Odysseus tells 
Neoptolemus that he too, being young once, had an ac
tive hand and an inactive tongue, but that now, "going 
forth into the test (elenchos)," he sees that among mor
tals the tongue, not the deeds, rules in all things. The 
use of the word elenchos is remarkable. It signifies a test 
of a particular kind, namely a testing with a view to refu
tation, so that to come through the test successfully is 
nothing positive, but only the absence of refutation, the 
non-experience which is not-being-overthrown. Greek 
has a number of words for test or trial which are not nega
tive in this way: peira, krisis, agon. But for Odysseus there 
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is evidently no affirmative experience of being vindicat
ed, being confirmed in the rightness of one's action, the 
goodness of one's being. Odysseus' view finds some sup
port in certain of our ordinary ways of speaking: by "hav
ing a good conscience'' we mostly mean ''having a clear 
conscience", that is, the absence of a bad conscience, the 
silence of conscience itself. For Philoctetes this situation 
must be particularly acute, since his long experience with 
his disease is that "it comes from time to time, perhaps 
when it has had its fill of wandering", so that his well
being is its absence and its absence is its not yet having 
returned. The apparition of Heracles perhaps means wi
thin the terms of the play that at some moments men are 
justified in requiring more than the negative indication 
of not having been refuted ("a silent conscience") as a 
basis for their actions. 

But the words of Heracles have a much more particu
lar significance as well. The core of their significance, I 
believe, lies in his use of the dual number (for both nouns 
and verbs), indicating not mere twoness but rather a 
"natural pairing" with respect to Philoctetes and Neop
tolemus. The dual forms occur in this powerful affirma
tion: ''For you are not strong apart from this one to take 
Troy, nor this one apart from you, but as twain lions, 
ranging together, the two of you keep guard, this one 
over you and you over him". The use of the dual had 
not been dared by Neoptolemus himself; here it is used 
to yoke Philoctetes and Neoptolemus by someone who 
had earned the right to apply it to himself and Philoc
tetes, by Heracles, the old companion of Philoctetes. Thus 
in the Philoctetes the motion of the Antigone is reversed 
in one crucial respect: there in the beginning dual forms 
are used both by Antigone and Ismene to refer to the two 
of them, but this is soon shattered and never repaired 
within the play; here the action concludes with dual 
forms, having begun with the absolute isolation of Philoc
tetes and a reminder of the abandonment of Neoptole
mus by "the one who fathered me forth". 

But if Neoptolemus and Philoctetes can become com
panions, Neoptolemus must be, and be acknowledged 
as, a being somehow like Philoctetes. But Philoctetes is 
above all a being who lives through his doings and suffer
ings: he invites Neoptolemus to see his "homeless home 
within" so that the younger man may learn "from out 
of what I was living through (dia-zen) and how stout
hearted I am by nature." Philoctetes himself is not any 
of his doings and sufferings, nor is he all of them put 
together; Philoctetes himself lived through them. (We 
should notice that sufferings and doings are not sharply 
distinguished within the play. When Heracles, playing 
on the double meaning of ponein as ''to labor'' and ''to 
suffer'', says that he will tell Philoctetes ''how great were 
the sufferings I labored at and came utterly through", 
we are reminded of Philoctetes' own fierce pride in 

WINTER 1986 



"feeding" -not merely passively suffering-the insatia
ble disease for ten long years.) 

Thus when Philoctetes recognizes in Neoptolemus a 
genuine companion for himself-when, moved above all 
by the vividness of the prospect which Heracles an
nounces ("like twain lions hunting together"), he assents 
to Heracles' pairing of them, he must recognize in Ne
optolemus too a constant (literally: standing with) ground 
of his doings. But the play tells us that this constant 
ground cannot be understood in the sense of Aristotelian 
character (ethos) which is a sort of second nature, name
ly a definitely and fully formed form whence characteristic 
actions flow and in the formation of which habitual 
choice, gradually accumulatirig, looms large, the very 
word ethos (character) being a lengthened form of ethos 
(habit), as Aristotle says in the beginning of book two of 
the Nichomechean Ethics. Rather, on the basis of the play 
we would have to say that this constant ground, in which 
Philoctetes may and must trust, is Aristotelian character 
supplemented by something which Aristotle seems to leave 
out of consideration, namely the possibility of radically 
changing one's mind back again. The play gives a name 
to this constant ground-it is the all-subduing daimon. 

It is as Heracleitus writes (fragment 119): "ethos is a 
man's daimOn." Or rather, since this saying seems to in
dicate that the extraordinary and strange thing-daim 
on-is to be understood in terms of that which is more 
ordinary and less problematical-ethos, we should 
perhaps, in faithfulness to Sophocles, reverse this say
ing: daimon is a man's ethos-that thing whose structure 
and limits we imagine we know well enough under the 
title of character, is in truth deeply mysterious and 
perhaps not simply human. 

That there is something in man which is not simply 
human-what might this mean? Let us close with two 
questions. 

Heracles concludes his speech by admonishing Philoc
tetes and Neoptolemus, whenever they ravage the earth, 
"to reverence the things in relation to gods (ta pros the
ous)". Ordinarily one supposes that Heracles is referring 
to such things as altars, and one is reminded of the story 
according to which Neoptolemus, at the sack of Troy, 
savagely and impiously slays Priam as he clings to the 
altar of Zeus, a suppliant. But such a phrase as Ia pros 
theous is inevitably heard differently by different men. 
Might some man, having learned something from Sopho
cles, be justified in understanding "the things in relation 
to gods" to include, and somehow to culminate in, the 
daimonic within man, the mysterious source of freedom 
and constancy, which would then be par excellence the 
proper object of reverence, the gods themselves being too 
far away? 

Again, in the final moments of Oedipus at Colonus, the 
sightless Oedipus, who for twenty years has had to be 
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led and guided, now becomes leader and guide of his 
daughters and Theseus. At a certain moment, audibly to 
all, "A god calls him many times and in many ways" and 
the rest is incommunicable. But before that moment, 
Oedipus himself says, as he leads his followers: "That 
from god which is present urges me on (to ek theou pa
ron). "That from god which is present, which is nearby, 
is not god. And yet its being from god seems not at all 
external to it-it is no mere messenger-no more than it 
itself seems external to Oedipus. "That from god which 
is present, which is nearby" -what or who is it? Themes
sage who recounts the final moments of Oedipus' life on 
earth says: "When we had gone away, we looked back 
after a short time and saw the man nowhere still being 
present (ton andra oudamou paronta)." Oedipus' being is 
a being present, just as the being of that which is from 
god is a being present. When the man is present no
where, that from god which is present seems also to have 
departed. Is what urges on the ancient Oedipus as he 
comes to his final end-that from god which is present, 
that presence which is somehow divine-anything differ
ent from Oedipus himself? 

And yet in indicating that for Sophocles there seems 
to be a divine presence indistinguishable from Oedipus 
himself, at any rate in his last moments, we must not for
get that there is also, and irreducibly other, the god who 
calls to him many times in many ways and speaks only 
these words: "You there, you there Oedipus, why do we 
delay to go? For a long time there has been delay from 
your side". This god (who is called simply theos, with no 
article, and who seems to be, one is tempted to say, be
yond Zeus and Apollo and Hermes and the others who 
have been named frequently throughout the play) accepts 
Oedipus into his company; he refers to Oedipus and him
self as "we". The ineffable communion between that 
which is present from god within Oedipus and theos it
self seems to be the last word of Sophocles' last play. 

In the wholly mysterious light of the Oedipus at Colo
nus, we can perhaps see a little more clearly into the 
Philoctetes. It seemed to us that the answer given by that 
play to the question, on what can one rely and in what 
hope within the realm of human affairs is: the all
subduing daimon. The twofold nature of this daimon
hence the range of meaning of Ia pros theous (the things 
in relation to gods) if not of theos itself-is perhaps clear
er now: there is both the constant presence of the "dai
monic" within man and the sometimes-unpredictable 
and incalculable-blazing into this-worldly manifestness 
of the "daimonic" without man, which however must 
be longed for if it is to appear. For, at the end of the play, 
in his only address to Heracles, Philoctetes first reveals 
to us the secret of his heart: the voice which he has just 
heard and which he will obey has been for him for quite 
a while phthegma potheinon, the longed-for voice. 
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The Power of the Word 
Oedipus at Colonus 

• In 

Shortly before his disappearance from the human 
world, Oedipus speaks these words to his daughters: 
"All the things that are mine have perished, and no 
longer will you have the toilsome tendance of me. It was 
hard, I know, daughters. But one word by itself cancels 
all these agonies: to philein, the action of loving .... " 

But we ask: even if love itself could be thought to pre
vail over great suffering, could be thought somehow to 
count for more than suffering within a life shared between 
persons, why should the power of the word be so exalted? 
How can a mere word dissolve actual sufferings? The 
strangeness of the matter is accentuated by the Greek 
word order, which by postponing the word epos (which 
means "word") first pits one thing against many, hen 
monon against ta panta tauta, and then, as starkly as may 
be, finishes the line by placing epos immediately and 
tensely next to mochthemata (agonies, sufferings). 

To understand a little the meaning of the power of to 
epos in this drama of Sophocles' old age will be the at
tempt of this lecture. 

But first a number of other matters must be discussed. 
I shall organize my thoughts under these headings: the 
terrible darkness acknowledged by the play; the sig
nificance of the Athens of Theseus as worthy receptacle 
for Oedipus; Oedipus himself-how he thinks of himself 
and what he hopes for and demands; what happens at 
the end of the play, or at any rate how this happening 
can be distantly characterized; and finally how the utterly 
mysterious ending of the play throws us back upon the 

"The Power of the Word in Oedipus at Colonus" appeared in 
The Review in April 1977. 

16 

saying, just as mysterious in its own way, about the 
power of to philein, with its strange dependence upon the 
power of to epos. 

I. 
The most terrible words uttered in any play of Sopho

cles are uttered in the play he wrote when he was ninety 
years old. The chorus says: "Not to be born (me phunai) 
prevails over all meaning uttered in words. By far the se
cond best, when one has come to light, is to go to that 
very place from which one came as swiftly as may be." 

We must try to understand what moves the chorus to 
speak as it does. Let us listen to a translation of the 
strophe which immediately precedes the words just 
quoted: "Whoever craves the greater portion in living, 
having disdained the moderate, will be manifest in my 
judgment as cherishing perversity. For the long days pile 
up many things closer to pain; as for the things which 
give delight, you would not see them anywhere, when
ever one falls into more than is fitting." So far we seem 
to be hearing a lament upon old age: life is without delight 
and full of pain for the old. As we learn later (to our sur
prise, until we reflect a little on how such things are likely 
to be), the chorus is thinking not so much of the ancient 
Oedipus as of itself: the second strophe begins: "In such 
a condition is this wretched one, not I alone." We must 
remember that the chorus of old men have recently been 
humiliated, have had their impotence unmistakably 
demonstrated as Creon's forces have carried off Antigone 
and Ismene in their presence despite their pledge of pro
tection to Oedipus. 

But as the chorus hears itself uttering this lamentation, 
a more universal lamentation is kindled: "The Ally brings 
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equal fulfillment to all when the doom of Hades has 
blazed up, without wedding-song, without lyre, without 
festive dance-death in the end." That death comes to 
men as an ally or deliverer (the Greek word, epikouros 
even suggests that there is something youthful about 
death), that it comes equally to all and somehow fulfills, 
might seem to make death not at all inimical to men. But 
in describing its coming the chorus hears itself stringing 
together privatives whose very sounds seem mournful
anumenaios, aluros, achoros. Wedding-song and the lyre 
and festive dance are things which give genuine delight; 
to be deprived of them is a cruel pain. What if, as some
times seems true, the delights are simply in the service 
of the pain, for the sake of the pain, are made briefly avail
able only so that the great pain of losing them may sweep 
over men? Then might one not be impelled to say: Not 
to be born is ineffably the best. Second best is to leave, 
as swiftly as may be, this world of torture, of grievous 
pains and of delights which mock by their transience? 

But do we not object: that might be true if there were 
only one generation of humankind, but in fact men and 
women leave sons and daughters behind them-there is 
always delight in the lyre, not indeed for me but for some 
human being, and even for some human being whose 
life would not have come to be without my life. But can 
the chorus do justice to this fact, the fact of generation 
following generation so that delight in the lyre never dies, 
without doing a terrible injustice to the spectacle which 
has just been present before its eyes? We recall: Oedi
pus has just been told that his son wishes to speak with 
him. He says: "My son, King, hateful to me, whose 
words I would endure hearing most painfully of any 
man's." It has come to this in the life of Oedipus-exactly 
how the blame is to be apportioned seems of secondary 
importance-that his son's voice is the most painful thing 
in the world for him to hear. And, the chorus knows, he 
must nevertheless endure hearing it: he will not be spared 
even this final agony. Of all the terrors and grievous spec
tacles in the tragedies of the Greeks, there is perhaps 
none more excruciating than this, that a father has come, 
irreconcilably, to hate his son. It is under the impact of 
this spectacle most of all, I think, that the chorus says 
that it would be better never to have been born. 

But is this not, after all, an unwarranted generalization 
from an insufficient number of cases? In some lives things 
turn out very painfully indeed, but surely most lives are 
not so full of agony as the life of Oedipus. Would not 
a broader, more balanced view be more just? I do not 
think so. For the chorus is not really engaging in "gener
alization,'' in such a way that it is appropriate to adduce 
counter-examples, to survey in detachment, having 
stepped back from the immediate event, the full range 
of human experience and to find therein the proper place, 
alongside other happenings, of such a happening. The 
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chorus is constitutionally incapable of such a stepping
back. And for that very "limitation" we must be grate
ful to it. For as the chorus allows the intensely painful 
spectacle before its eyes to fill up the whole world for a 
moment-the intensive finding expression in the unlimit
edly extensive-a sort of justice is accomplished: the mo
ment receives its due, finds truthful voice in the human 
world. I do not mean merely that the chorus is (psycho
logically) incapable of stepping back and placing this 
moment alongside other moments in some sort of 
"balanced" way or even merely that (morally) it would 
be somehow indecent for the chorus to try to do that. I 
mean fully that truthfulness about such momentary spec
tacles requires that they be allowed, for a moment, to oc
cupy the whole world and all time. There is indeed-and 
it is to be cherished-a kind of truthfulness which tries 
to do justice to human experience in its wholeness, but 
that presupposes truthfulness about particular ex
periences, and this truthfulness, it seems to me, is greatly 
jeopardized by objections against the "exaggerated," 
"one-sided," "insufficiently detached and comprehen: 
sive'' mode in which certain terrible spectacles are origi
nally spoken of, given voice to, and hence not only 
allowed to enter the human world, but in a manner se
cured there against annihilation by the human propen
sity to ignore and forget and scale down to manageable 
dimensions, a propensity understandable enough as 
flowing from the soul's desire-with which, however, 
others of its desires and needs may conflict-to shelter 
itself against what cannot be somehow mastered in 
thought, allocated and defined, against what Antigone 
later calls ta alogista. But the needs of our psychic 
economy-even if it could be established that those needs 
include distortion of what is-is not the only legitimate 
consideration; there is also the requirement in justice that 
what has happened, what has appeared, be given its due, 
be given a place in the human world in and through hu
man speech, however "irrational" that speech may be. 
For Athens to be a proper place for the appearing of the 
disappearing of Oedipus, not only the detachment, 
balance and capacity to generalize of Theseus is 
required-of Theseus who says, upon encountering Oedi
pus for the first time: "I know that I too am a man, and 
that tomorrow my share of the day is no greater than 
yours" -but also the capacity of the chorus to lend its 
voice unreservedly to certain terrible moments, maintain
ing no "broader horizon," and thereby allowing those 
moments to appear as what they are. 

II. 
But if Theseus without the chorus does not constitute 

an Athens which is a proper receptacle for Oedipus, 
neither does the chorus without Theseus constitute such 

17 



an Athens. What is the Athens of Theseus? Theseus him
sell declares its aspiration in these beautiful words: "Not 
by speeches but by great deeds done are we zealous to 
make life radiant for ourselves (ton bion Iampron 
poieisthai)." To make life radiant, to create and sustain 
a realm in which deeds of shining brightness may be 
done, may appear without distortion or obfuscation, may 
be seen and spoken of and remembered, may inspire and 
measure-all of this (it is, of course, object of hope and 
energy rather than secured fact) takes on its full mean
ing only against the background of the identification 
throughout the play-by no means only in the chorus 
which we have considered-of phunai and phanein, of be
ing born and of appearing, coming to light. For the 
Athens of Theseus' aspiration the right response to the 
miracle of appearance-! appear in a world which appears 
to me -is not the longing for disappearance, but the 
transfiguration of appearance into radiant appearance, of 
coming into the light of day into coming into the light 
of glory-this transfiguration understood, however, not 
as a violent alteration but as a sort of continuation and 
culmination. 

That Athens longs to shine, to make life radiant for her
self, is somehow understood by Oedipus even prior to 
Theseus' declaration. In charging the chorus not to repel 
him, not to make the gods to be nothing for themselves 
by failing to honor them in the only form in which they 
can be immediately encountered, namely in the presence 
of such bearers of divine dooms as Oedipus hirnsell, he 
enjoins them: "Do not, by giving service to unholy deeds, 
obscure happy Athens (eudaimonas Athenas kaluptein)." 
Eudaimonia must be understood as something essentially 
visible-earlier a stranger says to Oedipus: "You are no
ble, to one who sees you, except for your daimon "-and 
to obscure it, to darken and conceal it, is the worst injury 
Athens could suffer. For eudaimonia is not happiness in 
our sense, something which may or may not show from 
the outside-even if it usually does, we regard it primar
ily as a quality of consciousness, which must then be ex
pressed in order to become visible-but is essentially and 
originally a mode of appearance within the world: to 
make it less manifest is to make it less. 

Connected with Theseus' serious eagerness for a radi
ant space of appearances is his abstention from intimacy 
with Oedipus, from the compassionate closeness which 
the presence of great suffering seems to urge. His first 
address to Oedipus is truly wonderful in this way, in the 
way of preserving the distance which respect requires be
tween persons who do not know each other well. For 
Theseus not to preserve this distance would be for him 
to see nothing in Oedipus except what calls forth com
passion; it would not only annihilate that in Oedipus 
which transcends fitness for compassion, but it would 
make it impossible for Theseus and Oedipus to appear 
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to each other at all. For such appearing seems to require 
not only separateness, but even some measure of dis
tance; it is likely that lovers only seldom appear to each 
other, and then as disconcertingly alien. 

At any rate, Theseus' attitude is clear from the word
ing of his fundamental promise to Oedipus. Twice he 
uses in the first person singular verbs which one expects 
to take a personal object, namely Oedipus. But in both 
instances Theseus avoids so direct a relation between 
himself and Oedipus. First, he says, "Something terri
ble would be the action you might happen to mention 
to be of the sort from which I would stand aloof 
(exaphistaimen)." And then -my translation here follows 
the Greek word order as closely as possible-"so that no 
one who is a stranger, just as you are now, would I turn 
away from (hupektrapoimen)"-it looks as if Theseus is 
promising not to turn away from Oedipus himself; but 
then he completes the sentence-"helping to save." He 
would not turn away from the action of helping to save 
Oedipus: an action, not a person, is directly intended by 
his pledge. The "impersonal" character of Theseus' dis
course, this preserving of distance out of respect, seems 
to me a marvel of Athenian civility, when it is joined, as 
of course it is here, with a willingness to act and to incur 
risk on behalf of the suppliant. 

III. 
But who is this Oedipus, what does he think of him

self, what does he hope for and demand? Perhaps his cru
cial statement is that who he is, who he is in his very 
nature (phusin) or taken by himself (kathauton) as he var
iously puts it, has not yet been revealed. His story, known 
to all,-the story of the murder of his father and marriage 
with his mother-does not reveal who he is: such is his 
claim. At first he tries desperately to keep the chorus from 
learning his name, not because he thinks that name desig
nates a monstrous self, but because it has come to desig
nate the protagonist of a monstrous story, and he knows 
from experience that the chorus is unlikely to make this 
distinction: "You drive me away, having feared my name 
alone," he says to the chorus. Men encounter his name 
in such a way that an encounter with the man himself 
seems impossible. This seeming impossibility drives 
Oedipus to a breathtakingly radical defense. Not only 
does he claim that in respect of his infamous deeds he 
himself was more acted upon than acting-"My deeds 
are things which have suffered rather than acted" -but 
he indicates an apparently inhumanly severe criterion by 
which acting must be distinguished from suffering. He 
asks: "And yet how was I evil in my nature (phusin), who 
having been acted upon was acting in return (antedran)?" 
The immediate referent of this question-the whole pas
sage is cast in extraordinarily unspecific, one is tempted 
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to say distilled and metaphysical, language-must be the 
provoked slaying of his father at the crossroads. But ul
timately he is thinking of his whole life, which in his 
twenty years of trying to understand-he calls himself the 
wanderer Oedipus (in Greek, "the planet Oedipus"), but 
his wanderings have had a hidden center-has formed 
itself into a sort of standing now, removed from sequen
tial time in which one moment follows another. For Oedi
pus as he thinks back upon his life every moment is 
present in each moment. That is how we must under
stand what he says next: "As it was, knowing nothing, 
I came where I came (we understand: to the crossroads 
where he slew his father). I was being acted upon by 
others, I was being destroyed by those who did know 
(we understand: what they were doing when they ex
posed me as an infant).'' The earlier moment is not only 
effective in the later moment; somehow in Oedipus' 
thinking it has come to be indistinguishable from it. Time 
as non-sequential, every moment fully present in each 
moment-perhaps this experience of time is what Oedi
pus names when he speaks of "vast time which is with 
me" (makros chronos suniin). Vast time is with him, not be
hind him as if he were within time in such a way that his 
very existence creates a difference between future and 
past, between what lies ahead and what lies behind, with 
reference to which all moments can be sequentially 
ordered. 

But what we must primarily try to understand is the 
meaning and bearing of Oedipus' claim that only those 
actions reveal who one is, reveal one's own nature and 
one's self taken by itself, which originate wholly within 
the self, which are truly doings, not sufferings, 
whereby-and this is the radical part of the claim -
acting-in-return is merely suffering in disguise. Only in 
and through radically spontaneous action do I reveal who 
I am. But who ever heard ofsuch a thing? Are not all of 
our actions in one way or another actions-in-return, not 
indeed mere conditioned reflexes, but actions consider
ably shaped by the fact that we are not absolute begin
nings, but merely newcomers upon a scene in which 
many things have happened before our appearance? Does 
there exist anywhere in the world the sort of absolute free
dom, the possibility of wholly unconditioned action 
which Oedipus not merely dreams of but insists upon 
if there is ever to be any action which can fairly be taken 
to be revelatory of my very self, of who I am in my own 
nature? 

But on the other hand does Oedipus not have good rea
son for this insistence? Should he unprotestingly accept 
as truly and adequately revelatory of who he is, the story 
of which he has become the protagonist, in such a way 
that the very name Oedipus has come to mean the pro
tagonist of that story and now stands in the way of any 
genuine encounter with the man himself? Cannot that 
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very self ever come to light, not merely so that others may 
know it as Oedipus already knows it, but so that Oedi
pus himself may come to know it, in the measure that 
men can know themselves? Oedipus' most far-reaching 
claim at the beginning of the action of Oedipus at Colo
nus, whose premises are that a man's true self is revealed 
by his doings rather than by his sufferings, and that 
doings-in-return are merely sufferings in disguise, is that 
Oedipus himself has been revealed not at all through all 
that has happened. We shall have to consider later 
whether the wondrous happenings at the end of play
or, perhaps, which of the wondrous happenings-affect 
this situation. 

But although Oedipus does not know who he is in his 
innermost self -except that he is sure that "the man who 
murdered his father and married his mother" does not 
even begin to answer the question -he does know that 
he has come to be the bearer of certain characteristics, 
and these he declares unequivocally. The only perplexity 
is that the ·characteristics which he bears contradict each 
other. He expresses to Theseus the contrast between the 
unseemliness of his presence and the benefits which will 
flow from it: ''I have come to give my wretched body to 
you as a gift, not lovely to look upon, but the benefits 
from it are greater than a beautiful form." And more in
timate than the contrast between his looks and the con
sequences of his presence, though still not touching his 
very self, still a matter of properties of which one hap
pens to be the bearer, is the contradiction between these 
two utterances of Oedipus: first, to the chorus: "I come 
here sacred and pious" and then, in an access of grati
tude to Theseus after the recovery of his daughters: "And 
now, lord, stretch out your right hand to me so that I may 
touch it and, if it is permitted, may kiss your head. And 
yet, what do I utter? How could I, having become 
wretched, wish you to touch a man in whom there dwells 
every stain of evils?" Sacred and pious, yet so stained 
by evils that having invited contact with an unstained 
man fills him with horror. And we must notice that his 
feelings are actually even more complex than this oppo
sition, since it is clear from the context that Oedipus' piety 
consists largely in the recognition of his own sacredness, 
that is, in the recognition that in such bearers of divine 
doom as he himself is the city encounters the divine more 
authentically-and in a manner more subject to divine 
judgment -than it does in ritual worship; and in this 
recognition there is surely as much of bitterness as of 
pride for Oedipus, who knows from within, though un
provably, how little being the bearer of this or that di
vine doom has to do with who one really is. And as there 
is bitterness in his claim to be sacred and pious, so there 
is pride in his avoiding contact with those who are not 
polluted: certain sharings, he tells Theseus, are availa
ble only to the "experienced" (empeiros) among mortals. 
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IV. 
But what does happen to Oedipus at the end? This 

question, though inevitable, must not be treated as a 
problem to be solved or as a riddle to be guessed. 
Theseus, after all, is not entrusted with a secret which 
might or might not be kept depending upon the fidelity 
of the trustee, but rather he witnesses a happening that 
is essentially beyond words. Let us try to gather such in
dications as the play offers. 

First, it appears that Oedipus cannot be said to die, if 
by dying we mean coming to the end of a lifetime which 
can be represented as a straight line whose beginning is 
a point representing the moment of birth and whose end 
is a point representing the moment of death (all questions 
of the continued separate existence of the soul in another 
place being left in abeyance). Rather, the drama induces 
us to imagine a curve which returns to its place of ori
gin, and which is the course for a motion of reversal, not 
a mere retracing in opposite order of what has already 
been traversed, but a reversing motion which cancels and 
undoes. 

This strange notion is hinted at in Oedipus' early prayer 
to the Eumenides, in which he recounts an oracle given 
to him from Apollo, according to which he would find 
at the sanctuary of the Eumenides a termia chOra, a final 
place, where he would kamptein ton bion, end his life, 
bringing benefits to his friends and ruin to his enemies. 
This at any rate is the most ordinary way of understand
ing these expressions. But immediately before uttering 
his prayer Oedipus has said: "However much I may say, 
all that I say will see." Oedipus does not claim that he 
himself sees, even metaphorically, but he says emphati
cally that his words are knowing; his words, early in the 
action, know more than he himself does. In view of this, 
it seems important to observe the original and most con
crete meanings of tenna and kamptein. For tenna means 
originally not the end or final point but rather the post 
or mark around which runners or chariots turned to com
plete the race by returning to the place from which they 
began; similarly, kamptein means originally not to end or 
conclude, but in general to bend, and in particular to 
guide one's horses around the turning point as one enters 
the home stretch. Has Oedipus come to Colonus, more 
particularly to the sanctuary of the Eumenides, simply 
in order to end his life or rather so that he might under
go a motion somehow opposite to the motion which has 
brought him there, and which is to issue in a reversal of 
the effects-and perhaps more than the effects-of the 
original motion? 

The same strange image is suggested by the chorus 
which we considered earlier. Second best in relation to 
me phunai, not to be born, is not thanein, to die (swiftly) 
but rather "to go back to that very place from which one 
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came." Here again human life is not understood as fol
lowing a rectilinear course. 

But if there is somehow in the life of Oedipus at Colo
nus a motion which reverses the original motion, how 
are its effects visible within the play? Without pretend
ing to be exhaustive, I shall give three examples. First 
Oedipus, who throughout his life, and even before he 
was born, has been the object of prophecy, now becomes 
the author of manifestly authoritative prophecy. Early in 
the play, when Ismene comes reporting that there are 
new oracles respecting Oedipus, he asks "Of what sort? 
What has been prophesied, child?" Ismene answers, tell
ingly: "You have been prophesied as about to become a 
thing sought." Not merely events involving Oedipus but 
Oedipus himself is the object of prophecy. But by the end 
of the play Oedipus himself is accepted both by Antigone 
and Theseus as the one who issues authoritative prophe
cies. Theseus says: "I see you prophesying many things, 
and none falsely." And Antigone says something simi
lar about Oedipus' prophecies (in all three instances the 
precise term thespizein is used) in trying to dissuade her 
brother from his intended action. 

Again, the word menis, meaning "wrath," a word 
generally reserved for the anger of gods (the exception 
being the anger of Achilles) also undergoes a striking 
reversal in respect to Oedipus. He says to Creon regard
ing his own infamous deeds: "For so it was pleasing to 
the gods, who were perhaps wroth with our family from 
of old." But in the interview between Polyneices and 
Oedipus, the son speaks of his father's "heavy wrath" 
toward him and asks to hear fully the reasons why he 
is so wroth. 

But the most striking turnabout-we remember that 
Oedipus had prayed to the Eumenides for tis katastrophe, 
some catastrophe, which seems to mean, rather in
definitely, "some turnabout" -which the play presents 
is visual (or imaginative) rather than verbal: from hav
ing been, from his first appearance before our eyes, 
pathetically in need of a guide and leader, Oedipus be
comes, in the closing moments of the action, himself the 
leader: "Children, follow along this way. For I, new and 
strange (kainos), have been made manifest as leader to 
you in turn, just as you were to me.'' 

But the play's indications of a sort of reversal and return 
- the replacement of the image of the straight line by 
the image of a curve which returns, and the several ver
bal and visual specifications of katastrophe, turning
about-are only one aspect of the matter. Just as fun
damentally the play seems to insist that life and death 
must be understood essentially in terms of appearance 
and disappearance, of being present and being absent. 
The identification of phunai with phanein, of being born 
with appearing, seems to require as well the identifica
tion of dying with disappearing. And the simplest an-
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swer to the question, "what happens to Oedipus at the 
end of the play?" is-he disappears, he is no longer 
present. Moreover, as the messenger reports, he is seen 
no longer being present: "When we had gone away, af
ter a short while we turned around, and we saw the man, 
him, I mean, nowhere still being present (ton andra 
oudamou paronta eti)." His absence itself is present in the 
world. From this moment, the name of Oedipus is not 
pronounced. Repeatedly he is called keinos, that one. He 
is no longer houtos, this one, the one right here, but rather 
that one, the one over there. In the closing lines of the 
play the word keinos veritably clangs in our ear-we hear 
it, emphatically placed, three times within nine lines. It 
happens that keinos, as well as being a demonstrative 
pronoun, is sometimes used for kenos, poets finding the 
lengthened syllable useful. Kenos means "empty". We 
are tempted to hear his new name as meaning that Oedi
pus has now become, within the human world, a shape
ly void, a definite nothingness-he has left a place in the 
world which cannot be occupied by another. 

But if we must say that Oedipus undergoes a sort of 
reversal and return, and that in the end he becomes a 
sort of well-formed nothingness, we must also say that 
he becomes in some manner a god. This takes place both 
indistinctly and distinctly (though not on that account 
comprehensibly). lndistrinctly there is a sort of merging 
of Oedipus with and into the Eumenides, the "fierce
eyed mistresses" (potniai deinopes) who can be at the same 
time "sweet daughters of ancient darkness" (glukeiai 
paides archaiou skotou) because they are not exactly per
sons but rather powers. This merging, as it is adumbrated 
within the play, emerges as these words uttered by the 
chorus in prayer: "As we call them the Eumenides (those 
of kindly temper}, may they receive with hearts kindly 
in temper (eumenes) the suppliant unto salvation" are 
echoed by these words of Theseus in reference to Oedi
pus: "Who would cast out the being kindly in temper 
(eumeneia) of this sort of man?" 

There is also a more distinct way in which Oedipus, 
in a manner, achieves divinity: he is, audibly to the city 
of Athens, admitted into the company of the god-there 
is no article in the Greek-who speaks of himself and 
Oedipus as "we." The messenger reports: "And god 
calls him many times and in many ways. 'You there, you 
there, Oedipus, why do we delay to go? For a long time 
there has been delay from your side."' And Oedipus 
hearkens to the call. 

However difficult it may be to understand the merg
ing of a human person with the somehow impersonal
individually nameless, for example-powers which are 
the Eumenides, or the divinization through admittance 
into the company of a god who addresses human beings 
audibly to all in human-even homely-speech, the 
difficulty is enormously compounded when we put 
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together-as we seem to be required to do-these indi
cations of divinization with the indications already con
sidered of annihilation or de-creation, a sort of creation 
into nothingness. How can Oedipus both become a god, 
and be undone (not merely have this or that feature of his 
condition reversed, not even in some more intimate way 
become other, become a "changed man", but proceed 
from being into nothingness in a way comparable in its 
radicalness to the bringing forth of something from noth
ing)? Is Oedipus more than a man as the play ends, or 
less than a man, less even than a stone? Or can there 
somehow be a unity of such opposites? 

Let us withdraw from this question for a moment to 
consider another opposition. At the play's end, Theseus 
tells Antigone that it is not right to mourn since grace 
(charis) has been made available to Oedipus in the form 
of chthonian night-and-darkness (nux). Disappearance 
from the human world, no longer standing in the light, 
is equated with night and darkness. And yet the vision 
itself of Oedipus disappearing leaves Theseus ''holding 
his hand in front of his face shading (episkion) his eyes" 
against what appeared. In the face of the brilliant radi
ance of Oedipus' disappearance, Theseus seeks shade 
(skia), seeks darkness-one is as little able to see in su
perabundantly brilliant light as in utter darkness. 

Divinization against de-creation, radiant light against 
darkness-have these opposites perhaps some hidden 
unity? Perhaps, without uncovering that unity itself, we 
shall have gained something if we can come to see the 
unity of these opposites as having its ultimate source in 
the unity of another pair of opposites, the most primor
dial unity of all. I think the play guides us in this direc
tion. Could it be that these oppositions are experienced 
as mere stumbling-blocks, scandals, objectionable con
tradictions which do violence to human thinking, only 
by those for whom the earth on which men walk and the 
Olympos of the gods are ultimately two, not one? The 
messenger reports that shortly after Theseus is seen shad
ing his eyes, he is seen "reverencing the earth and the 
Olympos of the gods together in the same speech (ho au
tos logos)." Theseus for a moment must somehow under
stand that the two are one-"the same logos" surely does 
not indicate merely a prodigious synthesizing feat of hu
man intellect. And if we are to understand Sophocles at 
all-! do not pretend to understand him very well-we 
must try to understand this oneness in such a way that 
no reduction is performed: neither are the Olympian 
gods-or anyhow the Olympos of the gods-merely a no
ble lie in the service of decent human life on earth, nor 
is human life on earth a mere field for divine operations
men are not in that sense the playthings of the gods-in 
such a way that it is foolish for human beings to take their 
own lives-their joys and their sorrows - seriously. But 
it is very difficult to understand the oneness of the earth 
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and the Olympos of the gods. 
Let me add one remark. If I am right in thinking that 

something like the de-creation of Oedipus-his creation 
into nothingness-takes place in the play-not merely the 
exalting of someone who has been cast down, or the re
warding of one who has passed a test, or the recompens
ing of someone whose sufferings were, after all, not 
merited (or at any rate out of all proportion to merit)-if, 
that is, I am right in thinking that we witness, however 
obscurely, not merely the undoing of the effects of what 
has happened, of what has been, but the very undoing 
of what has happened itself, the creation of what has been 
into what is not-then I think we are not very far from 
the belief and hope in Him who takes away the sins of 
the world, who takes away not merely their "natural" 
consequences but who takes away the very sins them
selves so that they are no more; or very far from the need 
that there be a second Adam (deuteros and eschatos as Paul 
says), not merely forgiveness of the sins of the first Adam. 
Perhaps ultimately there can be no forgiveness without 
annihilation. But this takes us far beyond the human 
realm, since surely no human being has the power to 
undo what has been done, although the experience that 
nothing less than this would be sufficient does seem to 
be a human experience, though perhaps not a common 
one. 

v. 
But, we must ask, does the wonderful ending of his 

mortal life, whatever its "content" be, satisfy Oedipus' 
hope and demand that who he himself is be made 
manifest? We must answer unequivocally that it does not. 
We are glad, to be sure, for the mildness of his passing, 
for the "kindly intent" (eunoun) displayed by the gods' 
final visible action upon him. But we have heard .Oedi
pus insist fiercely and implacably that he himself must 
be separated from the story of what has befallen him 
(which includes even what seem to be his own actions). 
The incomparably privileged passing is part of his story, 
but it is not, any more than his earlier monstrous deeds, 
part of himself. And yet the inclination to ascribe to Oedi
pus himself what properly belongs to the final action 
upon him, is very difficult to resist. We hear the mes
senger succumb to it: ''For the man, not mourning nor 
pained with disease, was being led forth, if ever anyone 
among mortals, wonderful (thaumastos)." The properly 
adverbial has been made adjectival; what properly charac
terizes the "how" of the being led forth is made part of 
the "what" of the man himself. And does it not indeed 
seem impossible that this marvelous happening should 
have nothing at all to do with who Oedipus is in him
self, in his very own nature? Yet is it not true that he is 
now led into glory as earlier he was led into ruin, that 
once more he is simply an object of divine action? The 
chorus prays: "May a just divinity augment him back 
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again." He was acted upon before; he is acted upon again 
in a way which, if it is not simply capriciously related to 
who Oedipus is, at most manages to vindicate without 
revealing, to deprive the earlier divine action of its ap
pearance of having authoritatively revealed who Oedi
pus is. 

Vindication without revelation, the nullification of a 
previous pseudo-revelation-does this not leave Oedipus 
still longing for the making manifest of who he is? Or has 
this manifestation already occurred, without immediate 
divine involvement? Perhaps the very opaqueness of the 
ending of the story of Oedipus throws us back upon an 
earlier moment, the moment when Oedipus says to his 
daughters: "It was hard, I know, daughters. But one 
word by itself cancels all these agonies: to philein, the ac
tion of loving." In this utterance we find one alone pit
ted against many, and not even the action of love pitted 
against many sufferings, but the word, the mere word. 
What can this possibly mean? 

First we must understand: it is clearly the saying of the 
word that counts, the human action of declaring it. And 
the ultimate reason why this is so is that the declaring 
of such a word is, in Oedipus' sense, the only truly free, 
hence genuinely revelatory, human action. For consider: 
how does one know that love cancels suffering, or fails 
to cancel it? Surely not as one knows that in a given in
stance water quenches or fails to quench fire. There is in 
the contest between love and suffering no process there 
to be observed-not even an interior one from which out
side observers are of course excluded but which the self 
can observe. There is no process which is there to be ob
served so that its outcome-love quenching or failing to 
quench suffering-can be accurately reported as the word 
conforms itself to what is there. Nothing is there, in that 
sense; there is no accomplished fact for the word to con
form itself to. But that means that the saying of such a 
word is a radically free act, not a being-acted-upon, not 
an acting-in-return; and as radically free it is, according 
to Oedipus' radical requirement- to which he has been 
driven in his resistance to the reduction of himself to the 
protagonist of a dreadful story-genuinely revelatory. Now 
we know who Oedipus is in his own nature, taken by 
himself, not as the bearer of this or that divine doom, not 
even as the one who nobly endures such a doom or who 
comes to be the conduit of certain effects or the bearer 
of certain properties as the result of such a doom, but as 
he himself is: Oedipus is the man who pronounces the 
word philein, who says and means that the love in his 
life is more important than the suffering, who says that 
not as a result of observing an antecedently existing state 
of affairs, as if the power of love in his life had triumphed 
whether he affirmed it to triumph or not, but out of the 
mysterious depths of human freedom in unconstrained 
and unconformed affinnation, which creates the self even 
as it reveals it. 
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On Almost Seeing Miracles 

I have called this lecture about King Lear "On Almost 
Seeing Miracles" because I would like to talk with you 
about seeing and almost seeing. 

Before I speak directly about King Lear, however, let me 
read you some words from a very great work which is 
contemporary with Shakespeare's play. Late in Don Quix
ote the squire Sano Panza earnestly and even desperately 
entreats his lord to giveup his mad faith in visions. Don 
Quixote replies: 

"you only say that, Sancho, because your love me. Moreover, 
you do not know the world very well - therefore you sup
pose to be impossible things which are merely very difficult." 

I think that all books really worth reading make us 
wonder about who the people are who know the world 
well. 

I brought up Don Quixote for another reason as well. 
As some of you know, the book ends with Don Quixote 
on his deathbed apparently renouncing and recanting his 
life as a knight-errant (on which he did not embark until 
he was fifty years old). It is difficult to know how to un
derstand this apparent recantation, and how to feel about 
it. One thing to be borne in mind, I think, is that Quix
ote - or Alonso Quixana the Good, as he was known 
for most of his life - is a deeply charitable man, who does 
not wish to cause fruitless pain to his relatives and friends 
gathered around his deathbed. For the moment, 

''On Almost Seeing Miracles'' was originally written to be given 
at the University of Chicago at the invitation of Leon Kass. It 
was delivered as a formal lecture on April16, 1982 in Annapo
lis and on April 30, 1982 in Santa Fe. 
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however, my main concern is with this statement made 
by Quixote as he lies dying: 

"My judgment is now clear and unfettered, and that dark 
cloud of ignorance has disappeared, which the continual read
ing of those detestable books of knight-errantry had cast over 
my understanding. Now I see their folly and fraud, and my 
sole regret is that the discovery comes too late to allow me 
to amend my ways by reading other books that would en
lighten my soul." 

Don Quixote, the most serious and passionate reader 
of books about whom we ourselves read, can renounce 
books of knight-errantry only in favor of other books, 
which he does not name. He clearly does not mean the 
Gospels and the Letters of Paul, of which his speaking 
and thinking has been full from beginning to end. Rather, 
I think that Quixote supposes that at least for people of 
a certain kind (a kind to which he belongs) there is the 
need for certain other books -they are not likely to be 
many - to help bring the Gospels together with our own 
primary experience of the world: not to exemplify, prove 
or bolster anything, but to help us begin to see in how 
many ways Christ is in the world or, if not that, at least 
where His absence is most felt. Since Quixote does not 
give us a llst of such books, I shall venture one, quite per
sonally, of course: The Divine Comedy, Don Quixote, King 
Lear, The Brothers Karamazov. I shall mention as well the 
final plays of Sophocles - Philoctetes and Oedipus at Colo
nus:-and the Iliad, to make clear that I am not primarily 
concerned with biographical or psychological questions 
about whether this or that author is a Christian believer 
- such questions seem to me not very answerable. 

Let me now turn to King Lear itself. In the final scene 
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Lear says: 

"I know when one is dead and when one lives." 

The question is whether this is true. It is only Lear who, 
in the moment before his own death, sees breath and life 
on Cordelia's lips. Does his being the only one to see life 
in Cordelia mean that he is deluded? If he is deluded, 
are we pained because his long labor toward clarity and 
integrity of vision is, in his final moments, rendered in
effectual? Or are we somehow grateful for his delusion, 
unwilling to see the hugeness of his suffering explode 
beyond endurance? This is a very difficult alternative to 
face. There is, however, another possibility, although it 
is not more than a possibility. Perhaps Lear alone sees 
what is truly there to be seen because he alone has been 
prepared to see it, he alone has learned to see. It should 
not, after all, scandalize us that we are not able to follow 
Lear to the very end of his immense passion - it is amaz
ing that we, who indeed are not likely to live so long or 
see so much, have been able to follow Lear so far as we 
have. 

If Lear truly sees a living Cordelia, it is not because souls 
are immortal in some Platonic or Aristotelian sense - due 
to their incomposite nature, for example -but rather be
cause there is resurrection of the body in the Christian 
sense. It seems to me that Lear speaks profoundly when 
he says: 

"She lives! If it be so, it is a chance which does redeem all 
sorrows that ever I have felt." 

Only a chance, a happening, an event, something that 
has come to be but might not have come to be, can redeem 
sorrows. there are, of course, varieties of Stoicism -
somehow stemming from Socrates, Plato and Aristotle 
- which can help one to endure sorrows through some 
insight into how things are and must be and, guided by 
that insight, through the exercise of will power. But I 
think that Lear is right in claiming that only some kind 
of sight and insight into ap event can redeem another event 
- and for Christians of course the happening which 
redeems all happenings is the life, death and resurrec
tion of Christ. 

But what kind of sight and insight would this be? Faith 
is the evidence of things unseen - that means, accord
ing to the Latin root of "evidence," what is visible, see
able in what is unseen; so the Letter to the Hebrews, 
traditionally ascribed to St. Paul, tells us. I do not un
derstand very well what this might mean, but let us, in 
trying to understand, reflect together on what Kent says 
in the stocks: 

"Nothing almost sees miracles but misery." 
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This saying seems to leap out of its immediate context 
and stand over the play as a whole, seeming too power
ful to be tidily contained by its immediate context. That 
immediate context is important, however. Kent, as he 
awaits the sunrise- the scene begins minutes earlier with 
Oswald saying to Kent, "Good dawning" - strains to 
read a letter which has, almost miraculously, reached him 
from Cordelia. He tries to make out the characters on the 
page but is not quite able to do so. Perhaps we can say 
that Kent "almost sees" in two senses. First, the time has 
almost come - and he knows it - when he will plainly 
see what the letter says: the sun is rising and soon, per
fectly reliably, there will be abundant light. Second, even 
now, at this moment, he almost sees - he knows that the 
characters, which he can make out just so far as to descern 
that there are characters, form meaningful words; 
moreover, they come from Cordelia, who knows how to 
love and who is remarkable for her good practical sense 
and her energy. 

I think it is good to keep this passage in mind as we 
try to hold ourselves open to the possibility that Lear at 
the play's close sees or almost sees a miracle. That this 
possibility is the true one can neither be confidently as
serted nor dismissed. I think that if we have been prop
erly moved by the play, the one thing of which we are 
sure is that the fact that no one else sees in the end what 
Lear sees - a living Cordelia - by itself proves absolutely 
nothing. 

What I primarily want to do tonight, however, is to talk 
with you more generally about seeing and almost see
ing. How does Lear learn to see some things, at least, 
that are truly part of the world and that he was incapa
ble of seeing at the beginning of the action? What is the 
role of misery in this learning? I propose to prepare a con
versation with you about these questions by presenting 
reflections on a number of moments or brief stretches 
within the play's action. 

Regan tells us that Lear "hath ever but slenderly known 
himself." This realization begins to come to Lear him
self when Goneril not only frowns upon him but begins 
to talk to him in harsh and humiliating ways. Lear's 
response is remarkable: 

"Does any here know me? This is not Lear. Does Lear walk 
thus? Speak thus? Where are his eyes - Who is it that can 
tell me who I am?" 

Lear begins to see that indeed we need other people's 
faces, their whole way of being toward us, in order to 
know who we are. A mere mirror cannot tell us how we 
look, since the smile and the eyes that a mirror sends back 
to us is merely the look called forth by seeing our own 
mirror-image - and how could there be beauty in such 
a look? Lear, it turns out, is greatly blessed in having liv-
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ing mirrors to tell him who he is and even what he looks 
like. First there is his shadow, the fool: 

''But the great one that goes upward, let him draw thee 
after.'' 

Then Kent: 

''You have that in your countenance which I would fain call 
master. What's that? Authority.'' 

And finally Cordelia: 

"These white flakes did challenge spite of them. Was this a 
face to be opposed against the jarring winds?" 

It is just because the fool, Kent and Cordelia love Lear 
not merely out of their own superabundance, without 
reference to who he himself uniquely is, but rather love 
what they see in him, that Kent can say truly to Lear af
ter he has fully come together with Cordelia: "You are 
in your own kingdom, sir.'' 

Some day, we are told, we shall know even as we are 
known, shall see even as we are seen. But we know and 
see so little of how we are known and seen. It seems that 
a great task is to learn to see the seer, to pay serious 
enough attention to other people to know whether they 
are paying serious attention to us. Lear, at the beginning 
of the play, has a great deal to learn about looking and 
seeing. Even deep into the second act he is capable of 
saying to Regan, after he has broken with Goneril: "Her 
eyes are fierce, but thine do comfort and not burn." It 
is simply not possible that Lear is really looking into Re
gan's eyes as he speaks these words, nor, it seems, has 
he ever looked into them. The thing seems so strange and 
unlikely, until we reflect that we, most of us, do it almost 
all the time. 

What cure, if any, is there for this inability to look, to 
pay attention, to see what is present? Late in act two, 
shortly before the storm, Lear tries hard to figure out what 
he needs, what is his true need. His speech is immense
ly powerful, and is often said to be incoherent, its parts 
not making sense together, as he asks first for "that pa
tience, patience I need," and then asks "to be touched 
with a noble anger." I think that there is confusion in 
the speech, and great pain, but that at bottom Lear is be
ginning to know what he really needs: he needs to be 
acted upon by what is truly present in the world, to be 
patient in the sense of the Greek paschein, pathein, to 
suffer, to be "pathetic." But in order to suffer what is 
truly present to us we must be appropriately present to 
it, and this seems to require that we summon up and sus
tain what is most our own. The point is not, of course, 
to relish noble anger or any other passion for its own sake, 
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but rather to let something of the world be conveyed to 
us through our passions; not to see our feelings, but to 
see feelingly into the world, as Gloucester has it; or bet
ter, to let the world enter us feelingly- it seems that there 
are truths in the world that can enter us in no other way. 

Lear's exposure to the storm seems in some way to be 
the answer to his prayer for patience and noble anger. 
He suffers his passions as he suffers the wind and rain 
and thunder and cold. He is determined to expose him
self, without protection, as well to the one as to the other. 
Later he expresses his gratitude to the storm. Lear has 
discovered for himself some version of Aristotle's great 
insight that the soul must be somehow nothing so that 
it can become each of the things that are and thereby 
know them. At the very least Lear discovers that the soul 
must not be everything if it is to come to know the world. 

'They flattered me like a dog, and told me I had the white 
hairs in my beard ere the black ones were there. To say 'ay' 
and 'no' to everything I said! 'Ay' and .~no' too was no good 
divinity. When the rain came to wet me once, and the wind 
to make me chatter; when the thunder would not peace at 
my bidding; there I found 'em out, there I smelt 'em out. Go 
to, they are not men o' their words. They told me I was every
thing. 'Tis a lie- I am not ague-proof." 

Only when he has learned, thanks above all to the 
storm, that he is not everything, is he capable of paying 
attention to the plight of the "poor naked wretches," for 
whom he had taken, he now knows, "too little care" be
cause he had not "exposed himself to feel." A man who 
thinks he is everything has no incentive to expose him
self to feel what is not himself. But for one who has ex
posed himself to feel, paying attention to others leads to 
praying for them - and also for oneself, so that one might 
pay better attention to them - and this is Lear's prayer 
in the storm. 

But it would be wrong, I think, to understand Lear's 
suffering in the storm as something that merely humbles 
him in the sense of a painful, if necessary, mortification 
of his self-importance. He also makes discoveries, in the 
enduring of his exposedness to the storm, which fill him 
with awe, amazement and even, a friend of mine has sug
gested, something that can almost be called delight. Let 
me read Lear's speech to the fool, the speech for the sake 
of which I first begin to love Lear. 

'My wits begin to turn. 
Come on, my boy. How dost, my boy? Art cold? 
I am cold myself. Where is this straw, my fellow? 
The art of our necessities is strange, 
And can make vile things precious. Come, your hovel. 
Poor fool and knave, I have one part in my heart 
That's sorry for thee yet.' 

One can begin to love Lear for the ''one part in my heart 
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that's sorry for thee yet," but just as great a discovery, 
and it does seem to bring a sort of delight to Lear, is con
tained in "Art cold? I am cold myself." No longer sup
posing oneself to be everything means not having to be 
alone in the world: as his discovery requires Lear to say 
"the others too" and finally "you too," it frees him as 
well to say ''me too.'' 

Lear continues to learn after madness has overtaken 
him. We say with Edgar "0 matter and impertinency 
mixed; reason in madness.'' Lear discovers for himself 
the Sermon on the Mount: he who commits adultery in 
his heart has offended deeply; and there is a murderous 
way of saying to one's brother "Thou fool." He comes 
to perceive - surely shamefully late for a king - that 
poverty and wealth radically affect the administration of 
justice. Any he learns other things of similar sort. 

How, we must ask, is Lear's "eye of anguish" finally 
to be closed? How can healing take place? It is important, 
I think, to keep the following words of Kent in mind, 
which tell us that Lear's madness is only one of the things 
that needs healing: 

"Well sir, the poor distressed Lear's in the town 
Who some time, in his better tune, remembers 
What we are come about, and by no means 
Will yield to see his daughter -
A sovereign shame so elbows him; his own unkindness, 
That stripped her from his benediction, turned her 
To foreign casualties, gave her dear rights 
To his dog-hearted daughters - these things sting 
His mind so venomously that burning shame 
Detains him from Cordelia.'' 

The question is, are there in the world "blessed secrets 
and unpublished virtues," as Cordelia hopes, more 
powerful than the burning shame that detains us from 
those who love us and whom we love? The burning of 
Lear's shame is truly hellish: "but I am bound upon a 
wheel of fire, that mine own tears do scald like molten 
lead." 

My words about the coming together of Lear and Cor
delia will be very inadequate. I do wish to suggest sever
al points. The first is simply that they do come together, 
and each is somehow able to receive the best the other 
has to offer. There is immense pain in the world of this 
play - not only Gloucester is tempted to say: "As flies 
to wanton boys are we to the gods; they kill us for their 
sport" - but at least the powers that be in this world 
do permit this moment for which "reconciliation" is far 
too weak a word. 

Second, the more I read the scene, the more I am 
moved by Lear's concern to know where he is, where this 
encounter is taking place. Let us listen: 

"You do me wrong to take me out o' the grave; thou art a 
soul in bliss; but!- You are a spirit, I know. Where did you 
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die?- Where have I been, where am I?- Methinks I should 
know you, and know this man. Yet I am doubtful, for I am 
mainly ignorant what place this is- nor I know not where 
I did lodge last night - Am I in France?" 

"In your own kingdom, sir," replies Kent. 

Where does this meeting between Lear and Cordelia 
take place? This meeting in which Lear's "I know you 
do not love me; for your sisters have (as I do remember) 
done me wrong. You have some cause, they have not" 
is met by Cordelia's uNo cause, no cause"? 

It is a place in our world, although our world does not 
seem able fully to contain it - so, at least, it will seem 
to Lear later as he and Cordelia are led to prison: 

"No, no, no, no. Come let's away to prison. 
We two alone will sing like birds i' the cage. 
When thou dost ask me blessing, I'll kneel down 
And ask of thee forgiveness. So we'll live, 
And pray and sing, and tell old tales and laugh 
At gilded butterflies, and hear poor rogues 
Talk of court news; and we'll talk with them too -
Who loses and who wins; who's in, who's out -
And take upon us the mystery of things 
As if we were God's spies; and we'll wear out, 
In a walled prison, packs and sects of great ones 
That ebb and flow by the moon." 

The event of perfect mutual love, of Cordelia's asking for 
her father's benediction as Lear asks for his daughter's 
forgiveness, seems to Lear too huge to be contained by 
the finite and brief time of its occurrence. The power of 
the event seems to Lear uncontainable by any time - to 
enact it day after day, again and again, would not begin 
to exhaust its meaningfulness. 

And yet the meeting has taken place in our world, 
although what has made it possible seems to be some
thing that is most of the time invisible - the "blessed 
secrets" and "unpublished virtues" of the earth, of this 
world, in which Cordelia has placed her hope. 

It is of crucial importance, I think, to realize two things 
about this happening. First, what Cordelia offers to Lear 
is somethlng beyond forgiveness: ''no cause, no cause'' 
belongs to the realm of "Behold him who takes away the 
sin of the world" rather than to that of "forgive us our 
debts as we forgive our debtors." 

Second, it would not be true, from Cordelia's point of 
view, at any rate (nor from Kent's) to say that Cordelia 
"has found it within herself" to forgive and more than 
forgive. It is not that Cordelia has some extraordinary 
power - that she is very good at forgiving, for example 
- and is pleased to use it; but rather that, in looking upon 
Lear's face as he sleeps, seeing 

"these white flakes that should have challenged pity of them. 
Was this a face to be opposed against the jarring winds?" 
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- she sees nothing except what is worthy of love, she is 
aware in herself of nothing but love for her father. "Noth
ing will come of nothing," Lear had said in the first scene. 
Cordelia, as she looks upon her father, is aware of no 
effect of not-loving in herself; therefore there is no cause 
of not-loving in her father: the power belongs to Lear. 

As it seems to Cordelia, Kent speaks truly when he says 
that the place of the coming together of Lear and Corde
lia is "your own kingdom, sir." Cordelia had said as 
much earlier: "0 dear father, it is thy business that I go 
about." And, much earlier, the fool had said the same: 
"But the great one that goes upward, let him draw thee 
after.'' 

But the moment of "no cnuse, no cause," and the 
recognition of the infinite depth of that moment in 
"When thou dost ask me blessing, I'll kneel down and 
ask of thee forgiveness," are not the final things to be 
faced in the drama. Already Lear has spoken of himself 
and Cordelia as "taking upon us the mystery of things, 
as if we were God's spies." It seems that we know two 
things about spies in general: they find themselves in 
alien territory, in the service of an authority that is dis
tant; and they are meant to spy, to look, to keep their 
eyes open and to report what they see. There is, we sup
pose, danger in being a spy: not only that one may be 
found out and seized and prevented from further seeing 
- and also of course punished in some exemplary way 
- but also that one may in one's spying see painful 
things, since the territory is indeed alien. For a spy, at 
any rate, there does not seem to be a clear distinction be
tween mere contemplation, mere beholding from a dis
tance, and being touched in the flesh. Lear in his way 
seems to divine the failure of this distinction in the case 
of spies: he and Cordelia will not merely be spectators 
in the presence of the mystery of things; they will take 
that mystery upon themselves. 

We, who do for the most part seem to be, in the 
presence of drama, mere spectators, learn painfully what 
Lear means about the disappearance of the difference be
tween merely seeing and being touched in the flesh -
because we are the kind of beings we are, really to see 
is to be touched in the flesh. 

In no other poem of which I know do we find words 
such as these spoken by Lear in which the absolute scan
dal, the all but unspeakable outrage, of death is faced 
directly: 

"and my poor fool is hanged: no, no, no life? Why should 
a dog, a horse, a rat have life, and thou no breath at all?" 

Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life, why should 
they go on breathing in and breathing out, and Cordelia 
not at all? That is the outrage, pure and simple. Only 
secondarily does Lear give her death reference to him
self: HThou'lt come no more"- that is, of course, come 
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to me, to Lear- "Never, never, never, never, never." 
It is almost impossible, I think, for us to give full weight 

to the immediacy, the wholly unsheltered and unsup
ported character of Lear's final, or next to final, seeing 
and sight. Let me briefly compare this moment with the 
other moment in the poetry I know in which the death 
of a precious human being comes deeply home to us. I 
am thinking of the lamentation for Hector in Book 24 of 
the Iliad. That is a moment which makes us weep. But 
there the great grief, the agonizing sense of loss in which 
we somehow participate, is bearable. I think the most im
portant reasons are two. 

First, the utterances of Andromache, Hecabe and He
len find themselves in a context of ritual mourning: 

"But the others, when they had brought him to the glorious 
house, laid Hector on a corded bedstead, and by his side set 
singers, leaders of the dirge, who led the song of lamenta
tion- they chanted the dirge, and thereat the women made 
lament." 

The city, even a city that is about to fall, and that knows 
it is about to fall, can provide a shared and known rhythm 
into which heartbroken lamentation can insert itself: it 
is somehow the public, ritual setting of her lamentation 
that permits Andromache to speak so intimately to her 
fallen husband: 

"For at they death thou didst neither stretch out thy hands 
to me from thy bed, nor speak to me any intimate word 
whereon I might have pondered night and day with shed
ding of tears.'' 

The city somehow provides rhythm and measure for the 
uttering of the most deeply personal feeling. 

Second, Andromache does not bear exclusive respon
sibility for uttering the world's grief over the loss of Hec
tor. There is also Hecabe, the mother, marvelling at the 
look of her son, "all dewy fresh as one who has newly 
appeared," by grace of the gods Apollo and Aphrodite, 
by whose intervention the corpse has been miraculously 
preserved; and there is even Helen to mourn Hector. 

But for Lear, king though he has been, there is no city, 
no ritual, no rhythm, no measure; nor are those about 
him, even Kent who loves Cordelia dearly, able to par
ticipate in his experience, nor he in theirs. His only words 
to them are accusing: 

"Howl, howl, howl- 0 you are men of stones. Had I your 
tongues and eyes I'd use them so that heaven's vault should 
crack.'' 

Lear has learned to see, and since we cannot know 
which sight is his final true sight, we cannot know 
whether or not what he finally sees is bearable, for him 
or for us. 
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About The Winter's Tale 

(To the memory of my father, William Walsh O'Grady, Sr.) 

I. Perhaps we are meant to read act five (especially the 
statue scene) of The Winter's Tale under the influence of 
the "sleepy drinks" we were given in act four (the 
sheep-shearing feast). Sleepiness need not mean dullness 
and the anxious inability to think straight. (How do we 
know, incidentally, that straightness is the most impor
tant quality of thinking?) Sometimes when we are very 
sleepy we are wonderfully receptive, open, free from the 
compulsion to challenge everything that offers itself to 
us. Perhaps there are a number of things in act five which 
we are not meant to ask questions about. 

II. The play as a whole seems to be about two kinds 
of imagination. One kind (which dominates the first half 
of the play) is called "affection", whose intensity stabs 
the center, which makes something of nothing, much of 
little, which is aware of doing that and likes it, which 
builds up a private dream world-Hermione truly says 
"You speak a language that I understand not. My life 
stands in the level of your dreams'' -which at some lev
el of awareness it knows to be a private dream world and 
to which it tries to subjugate that part of the world which 
is not its own creation (hence the contest against the 
Delphic oracle involving the deliberately irreversible ac
tion of "commending strangely to chance" the infant 
child). The second kind of imagination is called "faith". 
It is the faith which Leontes must awaken if he is to be
hold a miracle, or anyhow a wondrous happening. 

ill. What is the miracle? What does the statue scene 
mean? Perhaps there are two miracles. First, the statue 
of Hermione is called a ;'picture'' and even an ''image.'' 

"About The Winter's Tale" was written in 1976 and distributed 
to his friends. 
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An image comes to life-that means, Hermione is released 
by the awakened faith of Leontes from the rigid confines 
of the image into which Leontes had turned her (quite 
independently of her physical death) in his lust to be cre
ator of heaven and earth. From being experienced by 
Leontes as his own static creation, she comes to be ex
perienced by him as offered to him, not created by him, 
and as spontaneously moving and speaking, not static 
as somehow our images of people always are. For Leontes 
to experience Hermione as she truly is, as a living wom
an rather than an image, he must awaken his faith. But
and this may be the second miracle-for Hermione to be 
a living woman means not only not to be an image in 
Leontes' dream world but also not to be dead. It seems 
possible that Hermione has indeed died, quite literally, 
and been brought back to life. This would be a miracle 
indeed. And yet it is not clear that it would be a greater 
miracle than the first one, Leontes becoming capable of 
letting Hermione be a living woman. (We may remem
ber Jesus saying that although it is a big thing that a per
son be cured of bodily disease, it is a bigger thing that 
he be released from his sins-the second requires great
er power to accomplish.) At least one can say this much: 
Hermione's return from death would do Leontes no good 
unless he were also capable of seeing her no longer as 
his own static creation (whether in the mode of jealousy 
or adulation or in any other mode). 

N. Of the two kinds of imagination, affection whose 
intensity stabs the center, and faith, how does Leontes 
go from one to the other? By being himself re-created, 
it seems. And we are told what are the agents of his re
creation: tears and flowers. He himself tells us that tears 
will be his re-creation. And sixteen years later, as he looks 
upon Florizel (The Floral One) and Perdita (who has lov-
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ingly and discerningly told us about flowers}, Leontes 
says "Welcome hither, as is the spring to the earth". 
Tears and flowers re-create Leontes: they heal his dis
eased imagination. We are not told in what way tears and 
flowers can heal and re-create. Perhaps that cannot be 
told. But perhaps it would be enough to know-if it could 
be known-that it is tears and flowers that have such 
power, even if we do not know how they work. 

V. But something important has been left out of my ac
count, namely the importance of tales, especially of old 
tales, which seem to stand in still a third relation to im
agination, different from the perverse imagination which 
lusts to create heaven and earth and the holy imagina
tion without which miracles cannot be seen. What is the 
relation between old tales and truth? One thing seems to 
be said about this in the play, but perhaps most deeply 
the very opposite is being said. Three different speakers 
say that because the wondrous things which have hap
pened before their very eyes are so like an old tale, it is 
hard to believe the things which have happened before 
their very eyes-one must be suspicious of, on guard 
against, what sounds so much like an old tale. And yet 
I think the opposite may be true. Far from their sound-
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ing like an old tale making it more difficult to trust the 
genuineness of the wondrous things which we ex
perience, I think it is only the existence of old tales that 
makes it possible to experience wonders as what they are 
and to trust one's memory of them. If there were not al
ready in existence, long before we come on the scene, 
certain old tales-Cinderella, tales of King Arthur, the 
wedding feast at Cana in Galilee-! think we would al
ways succumb to the temptation to deprive the true 
wonders that truly befall us of their wondrous charac
ter, to make them ordinary (or worse) and explain away 
anything in them that is not of everyday. If in advance 
of encountering the most wonderful moments of our lives 
we did not already know in imagination that our world 
might be, not necessarily is, but might be a place in which 
wonders happen, perhaps we could never experience 
wonders. But we can know this in advance, in imagina
tion, so long as there are old tales in existence. And 
Shakespeare's play The Winter's Tale seems to have been 
meant to be added to the already existing supply of tales. 
That is why its truths are big and sirople truths-tears and 
flowers. 
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Platds Republic and the 
Search for Common Objects 

In this lecture I shall make suggestions about how to 
understand the relation between the beginning of Plato's 
Republic and the center of the dialogue; that is, between 
the attempts in the first book to say what justice is, and 
the account in the sixth and seventh books of the highest 
principles of being as a whole and man's relation to those 
principles. 

In the first book of the Republic three opinions concern
ing justice are somehow "refuted" by Socrates. What is 
a Socratic refutation? What does one mean by "refuted"? 
One does not mean that the opinions in question are 
shown to be altogether outside of the truth; rather, they 
are shown to be one-sided, incomplete, they leave out 
something important, they are partly right but by virtue 
of taking themselves to be wholly right they are wrong
the whole truth, however, would have to do justice to 
each partial truth. 

However, this account does not yet make clear the dra
ma and even violence of certain conversions of opinion: 
it does not yet make clear that the "incompleteness" in
volved in a false opinion is often not of such a sort that 
the person holding the opinion can keep all that he has 
and simply add something to it; rather, he is very likely 
going to be forced to deny something he had always af
firmed. What induces him to do this? In the Platonic dia
logue Gorgias Socrates says that in conversing with a man 
whom he believes to hold a false opinion, he always tries 
to bring the man to be a witness against himself, dis
regarding all other possible witnesses, while showing the 

"Plato's Republic and the Search for Common Objects " was 
delivered as a formal lecture at St. John's College, Annapolis 
in March, 1973. It was originally written for another audience. 
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man himself that what he mostly thinks, and what he 
thinks he entirely thinks, is contradicted by something 
else which he also knows, though he may have chosen 
not to think about it much before. I think it is not incon
gruous to give an example of a "Socratic refutation" from 
the Bible. 

In the second book of Samuel it is recounted that David, 
having been anointed king over Israel, having been deli
vered from the enmity of Saul and having received from 
the Lord prosperity in all things, desired Bathsheeba, wife 
of Uriah, whereupon he arranged to have Uriah killed 
and took Bathsheeba for his own. Then "Yahweh sent 
Nathan the prophet to David. He carne to him and said 
'In the same town were two men, one rich, the other 
poor. The rich man had flocks and herds in great abun
dance; the poor man had nothing but a ewe lamb, one 
only, a small one he had bought. This he fed, and it grew 
up with him and his children, eating his bread, drinking 
from his cup, sleeping on his breast; it was like a daugh
ter to him. When there carne a traveller to stay, the rich 
man refused to take one of his own flock or herd to pro
vide for the wayfarer who had come to him. Instead he 
took the poor man's lamb, and prepared it for his guest.' 
David's anger flared up against the man 'As Yahweh 
lives,' he said to Nathan, 'the man who did this deserves 
to die! He must make fourfold restitution for the lamb, 
for doing such a thing and showing no compassion' Then 
Nathan said to David 'You are the man.' " 

Nathan says a few more words, and David says "I have 
sinned against Yahweh." 

Let us now turn to the first book of the Republic and 
in particular to the opinion of Thrasyrnachus concerning 
justice. After the mild and simple-minded view of Cepha-
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Ius and the shifting and confused view of Polemarchus 
we are in a way grateful for the fierceness and intransi
gence of Thrasymachus' position. For all that it is intran
sigent and sharply stated, however, it is not quite clear. 
In particular, it has two parts which are distinct, as So
crates brings out more clearly than Thrasymachus him
self, who seems to think they come to the same. (They 
are, however, connected.) First, justice is the advantage 
of the stronger; and second, justice is the advantage of 
the other-for oneself, injustice pays. The tacit premise 
of the first part of Thrasymachus' position, which even
tually becomes explicit, is that the just is identical with 
the legal and that laws are framed by whoever is most 
powerful in a state-the few in an oligarchy, the many 
in a democracy-exclusively with a view to their own ad
vantage. As regards the second part, that justice is the 
advantage of the other, but injustice is one's own advan
tage, it is clear that not quite the same thing is meant by 
justice: if justice were here identical with legality, justice 
would be advantageous for oneself from the point of 
view, say, of an oligarch in an oligarchical system of laws. 
Rather, in this instance justice means, as Thrasymachus 
makes reasonably clear, the opposite of "having more''; 
not merely "having more" than other men-as though 
it were simply and automatically true that justice requires 
that all men have equal amounts of all good things-but 
nhaving moren than one's share1 which, however proves 
to be meaningless, since there is no share; that is, there 
is perceived to be no possibility of a non-arbitrary allot
ment of shares, no fitting limit to what one might have 
short of what one can get away with taking; so that in
justice is "having more" simply, pleonexia. 

There is a connection between the first part of 
Thrasymachus' thesis and the second part, however: the 
thesis that the practice of justice, i.e., recognizing and 
deferring to limits to the fulfillment of one's desires differ
ent from the limits of one's power to fulfill them-is the 
advantage of the other but folly for oneself, may emerge 
when one has "seen through" the laws which pretend 
to be just, i.e., pretend to be oriented upon the common 
good. One sees through this pretense, discovering that 
the laws aim at the partial and private good of those who 
make the laws and one concludes, or anyhow 
Thrasymachus concludes, that this could not be other
wise for the sufficient reason that there is no common 
good-the only good things, the only truly desirable 
things, the things for which a man might long with all 
his heart, are essentially not common, are incommunica
ble, are essentially of such a sort that my having them 
excludes your having them. And since the good things 
cannot be shared, and since they are limited in number, 
I would be an utter fool to spend my life giving way to 
you with respect to those things which each of us most 
wants-! would die with my hands empty, my heart's 
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desires unfulfilled. I may indeed have to give way to you 
on occasion-we may have to devise some system of tak
ing turns-lest you violently overpower and kill me as 
I try to take what you also want, but such giving way 
strictly depends on lack of power, on practical limits to 
what I can get away with; and such giving way is, 
moreover, a constant source of anxiety and pain, mak
ing bitter incursions upon my pleasure in such desirable 
objects as I have been able to gather unto myself. 

Such is Thrasymachus' view of existence, and it is one 
which we must take utterly seriously as indeed, as con
trary to superficial appearances, Socrates himself does. 
The ordinary decent opinion about justice is that justice 
is good and that men ought to do their best to be just, 
or at least, surely, that they ought not to regard them
selves as entitled to take whatever they can get away with 
taking. It is the radicalness and passion of Thrasymachus' 
attack upon this view which sustains the radicalness and 
passion of that extraordinary conversation which fills the 
rest of the Republic and which must have occupied fifteen 
or sixteen hours. The patent insufficiency of Socrates' re
ply to Thrasymachus in the first book provokes the im
passioned indignation of Glaucon and Adeimantus at the 
beginning of the second book, who say that they would 
like to be friends of justice but unless Thrasymachus' rad
ical thesis can be radically refuted they don't see how they 
can be. 

Let us however, look at what appears to be the weakest 
of the conspicuously inconclusive arguments which So
crates uses in the first book against Thrasymachus and 
see whether even it may not point to a more adequate 
response. Socrates bids Thrasymachus consider the man
ner of experts, of men who know, for example musicians 
and doctors, with regard to the question of "having 
more''. It turns out that the expert wants to know the same 
with respect to his subject as another but to know differ
ently (better, more) than the non-expert. But this seems 
to say nothing about possessing the same and possessing 
differently (more, better), unless knowing were somehow 
a mode of having, and indeed such a mode as cor
responds to an object the possession of which is non
exclusive, so that my having it does not exclude your hav
ing it. What if the shareable things were the knowable 
things or, more precisely, the shareable things were 
things as knowable? If there were utterly lovable objects 
such that your having them did not exclude my having 
them, might that not, not indeed eliminate, but some
how make bearable the ordinary condition of men which 
is to long for goods of such a sort that your having them 
excludes my having them-not that men would no longer 
care about such things, but they would not place their 
ultimate hope in such things so that the pain of giving 
way in turn would seem not merely offset by what one 
had received abundantly of another kind from another 
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source, but might come to be seen, on occasion, as an 
act of generosity of that source whence one had received 
to one's heart's content that infinitely shareable good 
thing. 

But whoever heard of such a thing? Even if things as 
knowable might be in some peculiar way shareable, is 
it so clear that things are knowable? Again, are not things 
as knowable, pallid, lifeless, ghostlike, mere abstractions 
as we say? And again, not only would there have to be 
genuine, nonfabricated beings of thought and not only 
would they have to have a kind of splendor, but know
ing them would have to be an activity which so fully en
gaged the soul that to know them would be to dwell 
passionately among them. Finally, supposing all the rest 
were possible, how could such an experience be possi
ble for any but a very few men and how could it have 
any politically relevant consequences? 

These are the questions which the great images of the 
sun, the divided line and the cave in books six and seven 
of the Republic attempt to answer. 

The center of Plato's Republic is dominated by three 
great images: the sun, the divided line and the cave. They 
occur in this order for very good reason within the dia
logue, but for our purposes it seems best to consider the 
divided line first, thus beginning at the center of the 
center. 

The line has two sections, each of which in turn has 
two sections. Each section represents a human relation
ship to things, a theoretical rather than practical relation
ship, one is inclined to say, since there seems to be no 
question of acting with respect to these things, of chang
ing them. To understand in a provisional way the mean
ing and justification of the two main sections, 
representing the intelligible and the sensible, it is neces
sary to reflect briefly on the presuppositions of meaning
ful speech: We say the sentence "this is a table" and we 
mostly understand each other. There are a great many 
things we are willing to call "table" but one name some
how names them all. Thus the possibility of meaningful 
speech requires that there be somehow, somewhere
there is room for enormous disagreement regarding the 
mode and place-a one for the many, a one with reference 
to which we call the many by the one name "table". Fur
thermore, although everything visible and tangible 
changes, this one must be unchanging. For, if a particu
lar table begins to change-to fall apart or to rot-there 
comes a point beyond which we are no longer willing to 
call it a table. This would not be so if the standard with 
reference to which we call the table a table were itself 
changeable; in that case its changes could perfectly well 
keep pace with the changes of the visible table, and the 
name need never cease to apply. Thus generally stated, 
it seems that everyone would have to agree that there 
must be a one for the many and an unchanging for the 
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changing if human speech is ever to be meaningful. 
(Whether our naming of things corresponds to genuine 
articulations in the world of things, or is rather deter
mined by human utility-biologic necessity some might 
say-need not be immediately decided.) 

But of course we all know this. There are, as we all say, 
"concepts" of things as well as things; there are "abstrac
tions" or "universals" and it seems that we cannot get 
along without them. But most of us are sure that, 
however indispensable, ~~concepts" or II abstractions~~ are 
fundamentally pale and lifeless, even ghostlike; in par
ticular we are sure that all the lovable things are visible 
and tangible things. 

Let us look more closely at the divided line to see 
whether we can discover Socrates' opinion about this 
matter. We are made wary by the fact that there is no 
word used by Plato which can properly be translated as 
''concept'' or ''abstraction'' or ''abstract'' or, incidentally, 
as "absolute." Whenever one comes across one of these 
words in a translation of Plato, he may be sure that the 
translator has not understood Plato's thought. 

However immediately understandable, at least provi
sionally, is the main division of the divided line into, let 
us say, beings of sense on the one hand and beings of 
speech or thought (the Greek word logos means inextrica
bly both together) on the other, we are puzzled when we 
face the full articulation of the line into eikasia (the faculty 
of seeing images as images, e.g. the ability to recognize 
the reflection of a tree in a pond as an image of the tree, 
not the tree itself); pistis (the trust we habitually place in 
what is given to the senses-above all to sight-so that 
although we are of course sometimes deceived, these very 
deceptions are usually uncovered by further looking or 
smelling or tasting or touching); and then, on the second 
main section dianoia (thinking things through, in the sense 
of all deducing from hypotheses, the paradigm for which 
is geometry) and noesis (suffice it for now to say that this 
is understood as a higher kind of thinking than dianoia.) 

I think the two main questions we are inclined to ask 
are these: what have images-the fact that trees are 
reflected in ponds, for example-and the ability to recog
nize them as images, to do with the admittedly impor
tant question of the relation of beings of sense to beings 
of speech and though; and, how can there be a higher 
kind of thinking than the energetic and restless motion 
of thinking things through, descending from certain 
hypotheses, certain posited beginnings, toward the con
sequences which ensue from them? 

To the first question Socrates gives an astonishing an
swer: the structure of image-original, of the relation be
tween the image and that of which it is the image, is the 
best clue to understanding the relation between the be
ings of sense and the beings of thought. This is an utter 
reversal of our habitual way of thinking. We are mostly 
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inclined to think that abstractions and concepts, however 
indispensable they may be, are surely derivative from, 
and wholly dependent for their being upon, the beings 
of sense. But if one claims that beings of sense stand to 
beings of thought as the reflection of a tree in a pond 
stands to the tree which stretches toward the sky, one 
is saying precisely that, for their very being, beings of 
sense depend upon, are founded upon, beings of 
thought: without the original tree stretching toward the 
sky, the reflection of the tree in the pond would not be. 
What can such a claim possibly mean? I shall try in a few 
minutes, in discussing the image of the sun, to indicate 
Socrates' answer to this question. For now let us notice 
another consequence of this understanding of the rela
tion of the beings of sense to the beings of thought in 
the light of the relation between image and original in 
the visible world: the one which unifies the many is not 
more "abstract" or universal than the many-the tree it
self is, if anything, more 11 concrete" than its image in a 
pond. 

A digression may be helpful here. Usually when one 
reads in a translation of Plato such phrases as "the con
cept of justice" or "justice in the abstract" or "absolute 
justice", what Plato has said is "the just itself" or, some
times, "the just itself by itself". How we are to begin to 
interpret this usage Plato has indicated to us in his dia
logue Phaedo, in which immediately before speaking of 
how we are, so to speak, "reminded" by the variety of 
equal things of the "equal itself" and by the variety of 
just things of the "just itself", Socrates mentions that by 
the picture of a certain friend, we are reminded of "that 
friend himself", who is surely not more "abstract" than 
a picture of him. Precisely in the Phaedo, a dialogue which 
reports a conversation among Socrates and his friends 
concerning the question whether the soul is immortal, 
a conversation taking place immediately before Socrates 
is to be put to death by the city of Athens on charges of 
impiety and corrupting the young, it is of crucial impor
tance to know whether the so-called "ideas" or "forms", 
the invisible beings of thought, have such "concrete
ness", such richness and splendor, that a man could ac
tually make his home among them, could dwell 
passionately among them. For, Socrates' justification for 
having spent his life in philosophizing, in consequence 
of which he is poor, without power or prestige and in
deed under sentence of death, cannot be that he has 
thereby succeeded in answering all questions or even all 
of the most important questions-or even a single one 
of the most important questions-since he confesses to 
deep ignorance regarding every important question. His 
apology must rather be that he has discovered a world, 
a world of incredible splendor, and that he has learned 
a little about how to live in it, how to move and how to 
see in it. This world is the world of the beings of thought, 
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of the invisible beings. This is the true Hades, the true 
afterworld and place of inrmortality, Socrates claims, pun
ning on the resemblance to the Greek word "Hades" of 
a Greek word for "invisible". Thus in the great myth with 
which the Phaedo closes, Socrates describes the dwelling 
of the blessed after death in a world above the world 
which we inhabit. This world above is said to be of such 
brilliance and clarity, that as our air is to our water in 
respect of transparency, so their air is to our air; and our 
most beautiful emeralds are chips from their mountains. 
But those who have understood the deep seriousness of 
Socrates' playful pun on Hades and a-eides, (a word for 
"invisible") thereby understand that in this myth So
crates is not speaking of life after death but of what he 
himself has somehow experienced in his own passion
ate thinking in this life. 

Let us return to the Republic. What of our second per
plexity regarding the articulation of the divided line, our 
perplexity as to how there could be a higher form of think
ing than dianoia, that restless "thinking things through" 
which deduces consequences from hypotheses? This 
higher kind of thinking is called by Socrates noesis. He 
seems to mean two things: first, that the arts and tech
niques, paradigmatically geometry but also for example, 
contemporary mathematical physics, as fundamentally 
hypothetical-deductive disciplines, although they charm 
us by the clarity and certainty which they yield and the 
facility with which we can proceed in and through them, 
the competence with which we can master them and 
through them master other things-that, despite all this 
they exhibit a deeply inadequate relation to their begin
nings, inasmuch as their characteristic movement is away 
from those beginnings, deducing consequences from 
them so as to encompass a wider and wider range of 
phenomena, rather than returning to the beginnings, the 
first principles and sources, again and again, not merely 
to make certain they are "solid" enough to support the 
edifice of a "system" (since "solidity" as such is com
patible with utter opaqueness), but because the begin
nings are in themselves most worthy of wondering and 
questioning reflection. Against the charm of competence 
engendered by the confident and facile movement away 
from the beginnings characteristic of the arts and tech
niques, Socrates proposes the humility of the attempt to 
question and wonder about those beginnings 
themselves-humility, because in trying to do that one 
finds oneself, again and again, proceeding awkwardly, 
uncertainly, even ludicrously. Nevertheless, not indeed 
because humility and being humbled are as such good 
things, but because the beginnings (sources, principles) 
are most worthy of being thought about, the highest kind 
of thinking, though not the most elegant or masterful, 
would be the consideration of these. Thus far the highest 
section of the divided line stands for, not indeed a new 

33 



set of objects of thought, but a different direction of think
ing in regard to the beginnings and principles, for exam
ple of geometry, but also of other arts and techniques, 
theoretical and practical. 

There seems also to be another aspect to Socrates' claim 
that there is a higher form of thinking or knowing than 
dianoia, a form which, characteristically, lacks the prefix 
dia-the "through" or "between" or "among" which in
dicates motion of thought. This higher form is pure noein, 
pure taking in, not running through, bringing together 
and separating, not, as we say, discursive thought, but 
pure beholding, taking in and nothing but taking in, tak
ing to heart, bearing in mind, rather than figuring out, 
comparing, analyzing, deducing. That so still and rest
ful a relation to the knowable things is possible for us as 
a permanent possession, steadily at our disposal, Socrates 
seems to deny. But that the hope for such a relation ani
mates our thinking, and that from time to time we are 
vouchsafed intimations and tokens and earnests of such 
a relation-the relation with which, after all, our cognizant 
relation to the world begins: we open our eyes and the 
world appears to us, presents itself to us, prior to any 
figuring out or thinking through on our part-seems to 
be a deeply held Socratic opinion. 

We turn now, briefly, to the image which, in Socrates' 
presentation, precedes the image of the divided line and 
of which, indeed, the image of the divided line is present
ed as an explication, namely the image of the sun. We 
come to this with two questions especially: how are we 
to understand the way in which the things of sense are 
said to depend for their very being upon the things of 
thought, as the analogy with the relation of the reflected 
image of a tree to the original tree requires us to do?; and, 
where is the sun itself in the image of the divided line, 
which indeed seems to involve correlations of ways of 
knowing and knowable things on various levels-eikasia, 
pistis, dianoia, noesis-but which leaves no room for, and 
does not seem to require, a third thing in addition to the 
knowers with their ways of approaching things and the 
knowable things with their ways of being available? 

The greatest learnable thing, according to Socrates, 
which in dignity and power is somehow beyond being, 
is the idea of the good, or as seems to be said interchange
ably, the good simply. Socrates declares himself incapa
ble of speaking of it directly; he will speak instead of that 
which is the offspring of the good and most like it, namely 
the sun. The sun, and the light of which it is the source, 
is first regarded as that which yokes together visibility 
and the power of seeing; neither of these two alone, nor 
both together, can become actual unless a third thing, the 
sun (and its light) is present; only then is the visible ac
tually seen and the sightful actual seeing. The mode of 
being and doing of the sun and its light is characterized 
first as a yoking and holding together, then as being the 
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source of a certain overflow, and finally as giving and con
ferring. Now Socrates says: as the sun in the visible 
realm, so the good in the knowable realm: the good con
fers upon the would-be knower his knowledge, his ac
tual knowing, and upon knowable things their truth, their 
being actually known. Thus the full and authentic rela
tion between knower and known depends upon some
thing beyond that relation, upon a source which is neither 
in the knower nor in the knowable. And if it should be 
that man's most authentic relation to things altogether 
is his relation to them as knower, then it would have to 
be said that man's most authentic relation to things is sus
tained and even created by a source by no means at his 
disposal, which is to say that he cannot regard himself 
as master of the highest relation to things of which he 
is capable. To live while perceiving the source of one's 
most authentic relation to things to be outside of oneself, 
to be moreover not at all at one's constant disposal and 
to be finally, in its very being unfathomable, need not 
mean to live in unrelieved anxiety. It does seem to mean, 
however, that something like faith and hope and even 
charity might be among the intellectual virtues, the vir
tues without which one cannot achieve fullness precise
ly as a knower. At any rate, it seems to be the perception 
of certain consequences of depending for one's most 
authentic relation to things upon a mysterious source not 
simply at one's disposal that moves most men to choose 
to live in caves, or as Socrates more precisely says, cave
like dwellings; for it is fairly clear from Socrates' account 
that the men who live in the cave have chosen to do so, 
have not simply found themselves in so sorry a plight. 
And the deepest ground of that choice, indeed the very 
meaning of living in the cave, seems to be the unwilling
ness to acknowledge one's dependence for one's own 
happiness and for the rightness of one's relation to all 
things, upon a source not at one's disposal. The pride 
of competence which belongs to the arts and techniques, 
the general disparagement of mere words, the scorn for 
"abstractions" and the opinion that language, rather than 
revealing for the first time the things which truly are, is 
a mere instrument for communication with a view to all 
sorts of practical ends, or, more subtly, the fierce loyalty 
to "experience" which issues in the opinion that words 
are always inadequate to experience without ever con
sidering whether experience might not be inadequate to 
words-all of these seem to be aspects of living in the cave 
and to have as their source the unwillingness to be, as 
we say, "insecure", to risk the sort of exposedness and 
unshieldedness, the being disoriented and dazzled and 
unable to defend oneself should need arise which, hu
manly speaking, is the decisive experience of those men 
who in Socrates' account venture without the cave. 

But there is another aspect of the sun image which we 
must notice. After discussing the way in which the sun 
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supplies to visible things their being actually seen, he re
minds Glaucon that the sun also provides for visible 
things their coming to be and growth and nurture. Similar
ly, he emphatically says, the things over which the good 
presides-which means, finally, all things, since the sun 
itself, hence also the world over which it presides, is said 
to be the offspring of the good, begotten by it-receive 
not only their being known, but also their very being it
self, and the meaning of their being, from the good. He 
uses a slightly different word for the two relationships, 
however: the pareinai, the being present, being right 
there, of the good supplies things with their intelligibili
ty; the proseinai, the "being in relation to" of the good 
supplies them with their being. This seems to mean that 
the good is the cause of intelligibility in things in a some
what more direct or immediate way than the way in 
which it is the cause of their being. Could it be that in 
and through its causing their being known the good causes 
their very being, for the reason that "to be fully" finally 
means "to be known," so that things which are not 
known cannot be said to be fully, to be all that they might 
be and, somehow, long to be? Could this be what is 
meant, finally, by saying that the things of sense are 
founded upon the things of thought (as the reflection of 
the tree is founded upon the tree which stretches toward 
the sky)? The claim might be, in other words, that the 
things of thought are prior in being to the things of sense, 
in such a way that the things of sense require, in order 
to achieve their own fullness, to be known. 

We have now, perhaps, caught some glimpse of the 
ultimate answer proposed by Socrates to the radical 
challenge of Thrasymachus: although not all lovable 
things are shareable, there are lovable things which are 
shareable; there are beings of thought of great splendor, 
and knowing them is dwelling with them, and men can 
do that together without any man giving up the full and 
overfull enjoyment of that which his heart most desires. 
But if such an answer makes any sense at all, surely it 
makes sense only for a very few men, for the 
philosophers, the lovers of wisdom who can somehow 
make their home among the beings of thought. At most 
those few men might find assaugement of the pain flow
ing from the disproportion between their strangely un
limited desires and the limitedness of that which, in the 
visible world, answers to those desires; and might there
fore find it bearable to be just men even after they have 
seen the things which Thrasymachus has seen. But po
litically, for the city as a whole, this is surely a marginal 
phenomenon. Has it any political relevance at all, in Pla
to's opinion and in ours? For Plato this question is in
separable from the question about the relation between 
philosophy and poetry, which for Plato takes the form of 
"the ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry." 
What this means in the context of the Republic and of 
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Plato's thought as a whole, I shall not here pursue. In 
closing I shall however turn, in the hope of clarifying a 
little what might be involved in the quarrel between 
philosophy and poetry, to the greatest champion of the 
poets among the philosophers, and to the greatest poet. 
I mean to Nietzsche and Homer. 

Nietzsche is, of the great philosophers, at once the 
greatest opponent of Plato and the greatest champion of 
the poets. The connection between these two positions 
emerges from the first two pages of the "Prologue" to 
his Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Zarathustra comes forth from 
his cave in the mountains on a certain morning as the 
sun is rising. He addresses the sun: "You great star, what 
would your happiness be had you not those for whom 
you shine." We must understand: by the sun Nietzsche 
means, after Plato, the highest principle of the being of 
what is. The highest principle of being, and hence being 
itself, is said to depend for its "happiness" on its rela
tion to man. By "happiness" Nietzsche means what the 
Greeks meant by eudaimonia, usually translated as ''hap
piness''. By eudaimonia is meant, however, no quality of 
consciousness, no feeling or mood, but rather a sort of 
radiant fullness of being. Thus Nietzsche says that the 
highest principle of being, hence being itself, depends 
upon man for its completion, its radiant fullness, for its 
meaning and meaningfulness. How does man perform 
his part? Not, according to Nietzsche, through an essen
tially passive contemplative activity, but through poetic 
activity, through making in the widest sense-for exam
ple the making of festivals as well as the making of poems 
in the ordinary sense. 

But Nietzsche continues in a remarkable way, indicat
ing that although the highest principle of being somehow 
depends upon man, upon human activity-which seems 
the opposite of Plato's view-that human activity itself 
is not sheer ''creation''. Nietzsche writes: ''For ten years 
you climbed to my cave; you would have tired of your 
light and of the journey had it not been for me and my 
eagle and my serpent. But we waited for you every morn
ing, received your overflow from you, and blessed you 
for it." Hence the fullness and the very meaning of be
ing depends upon human poetic activity; but that poetic 
activity is essentially a waiting, the receiving of an overflow, 
and the returning of a blessing. We wonder whether 
Nietzsche is in every way opposed to Plato, whether the 
poets are in every way opposed to the philosophers. We 
must consider a related thought of Nietzsche's. 

Nietzsche's Zarathustra proclaims that God is dead. By 
this he means not merely the Biblical God, however, but 
rather Platonism in the widest sense. (He says that Chris
tianity is Platonism for the many.) By "Platonism" 
Nietzsche understands the distinguishing between a sen
suous world and a supersensuous world in such a way 
that the sensuous world is wholly depreciated: whatever 
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meaning, whatever value it has is strictly derivative from 
the supersensuous world, the world of eternal ideas and 
of eternal being generally. For Nietzsche this represents 
a slander upon the earth, upon what is given to the senses 
and passions, upon what offers itself to us by simply ap
pearing to us. Against this slander, Nietzsche calls upon 
men to be faithful to the earth. The poets, he thinks, or 
at least a certain kind of poet, are faithful to the earth in 
this sense. 

Is this a just rejection of Plato based upon a just un
derstanding of Plato? I think it is not just, but it is partly 
justified by a crucial ambiguity at the heart of Plato's writ
ings. According to Nietzsche's understanding, the realm 
of the supersensuous in Plato's thought is the measure of 
the realm of the sensuous: that which offers itself to us 
by appearing to us is allowed to count as true being only 
in the measure that it measures up to the measure; 
whatever does not fit within such confines is non-being, 
darkness, contemptible aberration. And indeed one 
sometimes does receive the impression that the Platonic 
ideas, the invisible beings which are the truest beings, 
are, above all, measures and standards. 

But there is also another, very different, notion of the 
ideas in Plato, above all in the Phaedrus, where it is said 
by Socrates that all of the ideas-not only the idea of 
beauty-are essentially beautiful, and the essence of the 
beautiful is to be ekphanestaton, that which shines forth 
most, not measuring, counting and discounting, delimit
ing and excluding, but rather illuminating in shining 
brightness the darkness of the realm of human affairs. 
This notion of the character and function of the beings 
which most truly are seems to correspond more adequate
ly to the origin of Socratic philosophizing, as Plato reports 
that in the Theatetus, which origin is, not at all a search 
for measures, but the pathos of thaumazein, the admiring 
wonder at all that is as it is, no mere perplexity or puzzle
ment, which as such can be answered, cleared up and 
dissolved, gotten rid of; but rather a sort of marvelling 
called forth by the beautiful which can be articulated and 
purified in various ways, but which terminates most fit
tingly in the beholding of the ultimate source of the shin
ing quality of the world which originally called it forth. 
This seems to be the deepest and truest understanding 
of the character of the supersensuous-of that realm 
which is opened up and finally dwelled in by passionate 
thinking-to be found in Plato's thought. The notion of 
the ideas as measures seems secondary and is, one sus
pects sadly, a consequence of Plato's anxiety lest 
philosophy seem too "impractical": a glimpse of the 
source of the light shed upon the darkness of human af
fairs by that which shines forth most, does not provide 
one with the sort of immediate title to rule politically or 
to advise political rulers, which is provided by the claim 
to have seen measures and standards in accordance with 
which one can directly distinguish between right and 
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wrong actions, good and bad men. At any rate, Nietzsche 
seems never to have suspected that the ideas, the beings 
of thought, were ever anything but supersensuous meas
ures applied arrogantly to the sensuous world; and his 
judgment of Plato develops accordingly. 

But let us ask in conclusion: if the notion of the true 
beings, the beings of thought, as ekphanestaton, as that 
which shines forth most, seems genuinely correlative to 
the genuine beginning of philosophy, thaumazein as ad
miring wonder, what can the poets tell us of this admir
ing wonder? The word thaumazein is used by Homer in 
book twenty-four of the Iliad in a context of extraordinary 
power and beauty. 

Priam, the Trojan king, has come to Achilles to entreat 
him to hand back for burial the body of Hector, Priam's 
son, Troy's greatest warrior, whom Achilles has slain to 
avenge the death of his own dearest friend Patroclus at 
Hector's hand. Priam comes into Achilles' tent and kneel
ing down clasps Achilles' knees and, king though he is, 
he begs Achilles for his son's body, and kisses Achilles' 
hands, the hand of the murderer of his son. Achilles, who 
has been dominated by a merciless and despairing rage 
since the death of Patroclus for which he is himself in a 
way responsible, begins to weep when Priam bids him 
think of his own father. As they remain next to each 
other, Achilles standing and Priam kneeling, Priam weeps 
and Achilles weeps too. I shall quote: "So he spoke and 
stirred in the other a passion of grieving for his own 
father. He took the old man's hand and pushed him gent
ly away, and the two remembered, as Priam sat huddled 
at the feet of Achilles and wept close for man
slaughtering Hector and Achilles wept now for his own 
father, now again for Patroclus." Achilles relents from 
his rage, agrees to give back the body, and behaves kindly 
toward Priam. The source of their reconciliation is some
how that the tears they shed, Priam's tears for Hector, 
Achilles' tears now for his own father, now for Patroclus, 
form one stream and cannot be distinguished. When they 
have done with weeping, Achilles prevails upon Priam 
to eat dinner. After they eat, a moment occurs which is 
the peak of humanity within the Iliad: "But when they 
had put aside their desire for eating and drinking, Priam 
son of Dardamus, gazed upon Achilles, wondering (thau
mazein) at his size and beauty, for he seemed like an out
right vision of Gods. Achilles in turn gazed on Dardanian 
Priam and wondered, as he saw his brave looks, and 
listened to him talking." One must imagine that as they 
gaze upon one another, these enemies, this Greek and 
this Trojan, with admiration and wonder, their eyes are 
still moist from weeping, and it may be that their admi
ration has a kind of purity and clarity which it could not 
have otherwise. This is perhaps what the poets know bet
ter than the philosophers: that one can sometimes see 
most clearly what beauty there is when one's eyes are 
wet with tears. 

WINTER 1986 



About Human Knowing 

I. 
I propose to share with you some rather simple-rrrinded 

reflections on certain formulations concerning human 
knowing, formulations ventured by Aristotle in the later 
parts of his treatise on the soul. But first I must tell you 
something of the question which has guided my reflec
tions, and to do this I must refer to a statement by So
crates in book seven of the Republic about the vision of 
the idea of the good. There is something impetuous, to 
put it mildly, about beginning on so lofty a peak; my only 
justification is the simple and direct urgency which 
characterizes Socrates' introduction of "the good" as 
"that which every soul pursues and for its sake does all 
that it does, divining it to be something, but being at a 
loss and being unable to lay hold sufficiently of what in 
the world it is or to make use of any abiding trust con
cerning it as concerning other things, and on account of 
this failing of any possible benefit from other things." 

In book seven Socrates says that having seen the idea 
of the good, it is necessary to conclude that this is "the 
responsible source for all things of all things right and 
beautiful" (pasi panton orthan te kai kalOn). Two points in 
this sentence seem to me remarkable. The first is the col
location pasi panton, "for all things of all things," that is, 
"for all things of all things right and beautiful." The good 
is responsible for all things right and beautiful, but it is 
this for all things. The dative plural pasi is a so-called ethi
cal dative or dative of interest: all things are affected by, 
have a stake in, the things that are right and beautiful. 

"About Human Knowing" was delivered as a formal lecture 
at St. l,~hn's College, Santa Fe it; March, 1980. It was originally 
titled Reflections on Anstotle s Thmking of Thinking." 
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To say that all things have a stake in, are perhaps some
how redeemed by, the presence of right and beautiful 
things in their midst, however few and fragile these may 
be, seems to me a kind of correction of the terrifying in
dictment against the poets and against the world brought 
by Socrates at the end of book two; namely, that the poets 
fail to recognize that the god, who is good, can be respon
Sible only for the good things in the world, which are 
greatly outnumbered by the bad things; for these latter, 
some other responsible source must be found. This, I 
think, is the great Socratic objection against the poets 
(outweighing any worry about the adulterous Zeus be
ing a bad model, or about the poets dealing with mere 
imitations of imitations and arousing passions which 
ought to be subdued): the Iliad ends with the feasting of 
a glonous feast; the whole is celebrated in such a way that 
questions of the rightness or wrongness of particular ac
tions, the goodness or badness of particular men, are 
overwhelmed in the blessing that the poet pronounces 
upon all that is. The poets confirm what Achilles tells Pri
am in book twenty-four: "So the gods have spun for 
suffering mortals, for those sorrowing to live" (not, as it 
is usually translated, "for mortals to live in sorrow") and 
they know what Achilles also learns, that in the living 
of human beings moments of grace and graciousness 
appear--" So Achilles spoke, and took the aged king by 
the nght hand at the wrist, so that his heart might have 
no fear" --and in appearing irradiate all that is and has 
been. 

It seems to me that the Socrates who in book two 
blames the poets for not blarrring most of what appears 
m our world, blaming it for its failure to measure up to 
the non-appe?ring measures which Socratic philosophiz
mg seeks to discover, says something importantly differ-
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ent in the pasi panton, the "of all things right and 
beautiful for all things," of book seven: here he holds him
self open in some way to the Homeric possibility of bless
ing all that is for being. 

The matter remains ambiguous, however, as we can 
see from a consideration of the second remarkable fea
ture of the Socratic statement in book seven. The idea of 
the good is said to be the responsible source, not of all 
good things, but of all right and beautiful things (orthO te 
kai kalii). The good can apparently be understood with 
a view to what is right and straight and with a view to 
what is beautiful. The two notions seem quite different. 
That which is right or straight or correct seems to be a 
kind of standard or measure in relation to which other 
things are found to be deficient, to be crooked and per
verse, and are thereby accused and condemned. The 
beautiful, according to Socrates in the Phaedrus, is ek
phanestaton, that which shines forth most and in shining 
forth casts a kind of splendor upon the not-so-beautiful 
things in whose midst it is encountered. It could appear 
from the sentence which we have been considering that 
the "ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry" is 
reflected within Socratic-Platonic philosophizing itself, 
insofar as u quarrel" translates diaphora, which means 
literally "being borne apart, bearing oneself apart" and 
the good itself seems to bear itself apart between the right 
and straight (measures and standards) and the beautiful 
which as such calls forth measureless affirmation and 
praise, which is the great action of Homeric poetry. 

II. 
The idea of the good is the responsible source not only 

for the conjunction of knower and known but also for the 
coming to be and being as it is of what is--so books six 
and seven of the Republic tell us in the three great images 
of sun, divided line, and cave. As to the manner of its be
ing responsible, we find only a few hints. The following 
seems important. Socrates says that being knoum is present 
(pareinai) to the known things by virtue of the good and 
that their very being and the meaning of that being belongs 
to them (proseinai) by virtue of the good. Pareinai means 
being present, being right alongside. Proseinai is not so 
definite; it means to be in relation to, to be attached to, 
to belong to. This difference suggests that the good is 
somehow the source of the being of things through being 
the source of our knowing of them. This suggestion bears 
importantly on my inquiry. According to Socrates in the 
Theatetus, philosophizing begins in the pathos of thau
mazein, of admiring wonder. Does it properly complete 
itself (not as a permanent condition, but rather in its 
highest moments) in affirmation (not mere acquiescence) 
and praise?--this is my question, and, following what I 
take to be Socrates' suggestion, I am supposing that to 
ask whether "to be" means "to be worthy of praise" in-
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valves intimately the question of the relation between "to 
be" and "to be known." It is for help with this question 
that I turn to Aristotle's treatise on the soul, and in par
ticular to his account of nous, the capacity to receive the 
intelligible, the "part" of the soul by which we know. 

Ill. 
Aristotle's first important statement about nous occurs 

late in book one of De Anima. It reads: "The capacity to 
receive the intelligible seems to come to be in us and not 
to perish ... The receiving of the intelligible and the be
holding are extinguished when something else within us 
perishes, but it itself is unaffected. Discursive thinking 
(dianoeisthai) and loving and hating are not affections of 
that (i.e., of nous) but rather of this thing here (a human 
being) which has that, insofar as it has that. Therefore 
also when this one (a human being) perishes, it (nous) 
neither remembers nor loves. For these actions did not 
belong to that, but to the common, which has perished. 
Nous is perhaps something more divine and is un
affected." 

At first glance this passage seems to proclaim the apart
ness or aloofness of the capacity to receive the intelligi
ble within the individual human soul as a whole. Nous 
seems to be imperishable, while I am perishable, I who 
am distinguished from everyone else by the memories, 
loves and hatreds that are uniquely mine, and whose dis
cursive thinking, thinking things through by one path 
rather than another, is permeated by my memories, 
desires, hopes and fears. 

But on closer inspection it is clear that nous is deeply 
involved with what is my very own. Although "discur
sive thinking, loving and hating are not affections of that 
(nous)," they are affections of the one who possesses nous 
"insofar as he possesses it." At the very least, the presence 
of nous appears to be a necessary condition for those ac
tions and passions of the soul that are specifically human. 
But nous seems to be still more deeply implicated in the 
life of the human soul: to say that when this one here 
perishes, nous does not remember or love, makes sense 
only if in some way nous did share in memory and love 
before this one here perished; or in other words that to 
koinon, the common, to which remembering and loving 
belong, is a genuine community in which nous genuine
ly shares, in contrast to some sort of arrangement where
by the imperishable and impersonal merely dwells as an 
alien in the midst of other powers. 

It is the original involvement of nous in the memories 
and loves and hopes and fears that are uniquely mine that 
seems to justify our speaking, not of the apartness or 
aloofness of nous within the human soul, but rather of 
its transcendence, that is, of a process of going beyond 
and leaving behind. This process-character is more clearly 
seen in the anamnesis thesis of the Meno, in "recollecting" 
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as the soul's descent into itself beyond memory (the ana 
of anamnesis and analabein indicating "up" as well as 
"again"), so that it can bring up again, itself from out 
of itself (autos ex hautou) the knowable things as known. 
Aristotle himself focuses attention not on the descend
ing (or transcending) but rather on the moment when, 
having left behind what is uniquely my own, I am face 
to face with the intelligible things. We shall return to this 
matter later. 

Let us now turn to the five great and simple proposi
tions regarding knowing which Aristotle ventures in De 
Anima. They are prepared by and worked out in analogy 
to his analysis of sensing (aisthesis), primarily of seeing, 
because "seeing is sensing most of all." (We remember 
that in Greek oida, I know, is properly perfective: I have 
seen.) 
1. The soul is none of the beings (ouden ton oniOn), is 
nothing. 
2. The soul is in a way all things (panta Ia onta). 
3. The soul becomes identical with what it knows. 
4. To know is somehow to suffer (paschein, pathein). 
5. The full actuality, the energeia, of what acts resides in 
what is acted upon. 

(None of these propositions contains more than eight 
words in Aristotle's Greek.) 

It is true that ultimately (in chapter five of book three) 
Aristotle radically changes the perspective in which he 
views human knowing. But these five propositions re
tain at least provisional validity even then, and in any 
case these are the propositions Aristotle insists upon first 
of all and for a long while. Let us try to gain some un
derstanding of them. 

IV. 
The first two propositions-the soul is nothing, the soul 

is all things-are closely connected. The soul can receive 
all forms because it itself is formless. We are reminded 
of "the receptacle" in the Timaeus, whose character is so 
difficult to make out, seeming sometimes to be the in 
which of the visible and tangible in the sense of their place 
(topos), sometimes the of which in the sense of a moulda
ble material; again, the mouldable material sometimes 
seems very much like the knowing soul. In any case, Plato 
and Aristotle agree that what is to receive all forms 
without deforming them must itself be formless--both ar
gue, using the same uncommon word, paremphainein, that 
anything appearing alongside what is received would 
result in distortion. 

It is no doubt difficult to understand in any articulate 
way what Aristotle means by saying that the knowing 
soul is in a way nothing. In general, Aristotle's literary 
noesis noeseos, his knowing of knowing in the sense of be
ing able to write a treatise about knowing, seems to have 
three chief characteristics. First, his principal propositions 
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are extremely brief, and although they are sometimes am
plified by way of examples and distinctions, they them
selves are not presented as results of antecedent 
reasoning. Second, the word pas, "somehow," occurs in 
these propositions very frequently, strilcingly more fre
quently than in Aristotle's writings on other topics; 
moreover, he does not seem eager to explore or articu
late these "sornehows"--perhaps the rigidity of writing 
and lecturing is not the proper form for such exploration. 
Finally, in many ways Aristotle seems to follow a kind 
of via negativa, a way of negation, in his discourse about 
the knowing soul-perhaps it is not only easier, but es
sentially more fitting, to say mainly what the soul is not, 
and to give preponderate weight to the other beings in 
the world. Indeed, Aristotle twice in almost identical 
words indicates his "method," his way of approach, in 
a sense that virtually predetermines the "nothingness" 
of the soul. He says that before considering the parts or 
powers (moria or dunameis) of the soul, for example nous, 
we must consider their deeds or works (erga), for exam
ple the action of noein; and before considering their 
works, we must consider their objects, ta antikeimena, the 
beings in the world that lie over against them. From this 
point of view the soul might be thought of as nothing 
but the "place" or "dimension" in which the things of 
the world have their being as no longer "being over 
against." One could even understand this in a Hegelian 
way: through deeds of the soul which accomplish the 
necessary ''mediation'' men make themselves at home 
in a world which originally objects against them. But of 
course what is decisive for Aristotle is that the things 
which lie over against aisthesis and nous, receive their 
names from these human powers: from the very begin
ning ta antikeimena are aistheta and noeta. What this me
ans ultimately we can see only when we have considered 
chapter five of book three. 

Let me try to give a simple, non-conceptual example 
of part of what might be involved in the proposition that 
in order to be open to all the beings the soul must be noth
ing. I shall limit myself to claiming that the soul must not 
be everything. We know from the words of King Lear that 
only when the storm, by rnalcing him cold, wet and mis
erable, had taught him that, contrary to the claim of his 
flatterers, he was not "everything," was he capable of 
paying attention to the plight of "the poor naked 
wretches," for whom he had taken "too little care" be
cause he had not "exposed himself to feel." A man who 
thinks he is everything has no incentive to expose him
self to feel what is not himself. 

Let us also listen to a description of the proper empti
ness of thought by Simone Well, the French thinker and 
writer, for whom attention is the essence both of corning 
to understand and of prayer: 

"Attention consists in suspending our thought, leav-
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ing it detached, empty, and ready to be penetrated by 
the object; it means holding in our minds, within reach 
of this thought, but on a lower level and not in contact 
with it, the diverse knowledge we have acquired which 
we are forced to make use of. Our thought should be in 
relation to all particular and already formulated thoughts, 
as a man on a mountain who, as he looks forward, sees 
also below hiro, without actually looking at them, a great 
many forests and plains. Above all our thought should 
be empty, waiting, not seeking anything, but ready to 
receive in its naked truth the object that is to penetrate it." 

v. 
The third of Aristotle's vast and simple propositions 

about the knowing soul holds that in the activity of know
ing, the soul becomes what it knows, comes to be the 
same as what it knows. His formulations vary slightly: 
nous becomes all things; when knowledge (episteme) is at 
work it is the same (to auto) with its object (pragma); the 
activity of knowing (noesis) is one with the thing known. 
What is striking about the latter two formulations is that 
the object or thing known is named in the dative case
" identical to" or 0 0ne with," indicating that the thing 
known is the standard to which knowing must conform 
itself, direct and adjust itself. As Aristotle states explicit
ly in book twelve of the Metaphysics, when he is speak
ing primarily of the divine knowing activity, this 
conformation is perfectly accomplished in the case of 
things without material--that is, in the case of knowers 
in whom there is no material (hule), no mere capability; 
that is, as we shall see, no distinction between the doer 
and the doing, which is to say that the perfect knower 
must be perfectly selfless. In the case of human know
ing, original confonnation is "repeated" by achieved adjust
ment, which must involve perfect self-forgetfulness. What 
this means will, I hope, become clearer later. 

But if the knower is to come to be the known, a kind 
of action is required on the side of the known as well. 
In facing the thing we face, say an oak tree in the middle 
of a field, we are primarily affected by the sensible form 
(aistheton eidos) of the tree: we are made to know what 
it is to be this oak tree. But, Aristotle says, there is an 
intelligible form (noeton eidos) residing in the sensible 
form, and in some wholly mysterious way that sensible 
form can give way to the intelligible form, can allow the 
intelligible form to shine through it, so that we are made 
to understand not just what it is to be this oak tree, but 
rather what it is to be oak tree simply. 

Aristotle's understanding of what happens when, hav
ing been led properly (this is the meaning of epagoge, 
usually translated as "induction") up to a particular tree 
so as to stand face to face with it, we come to understand 
what it is for a tree as such to be, is itself very difficult 
to understand. Two misunderstandings are particularly 
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likely. The first stems from our habitual supposition that 
in coming to know we do all the work: talk about sensi
ble form "giving way" to intelligible form or "allowing 
it to shine through" sounds very strange to us. The fourth 
of Aristotle's great propositions addresses this issue, and 
we shall consider it soon. But the other source of likely 
misunderstanding is our habit of associating the terms 
;/abstractions" and "universals" with Aristotle's think
ing. I think these terms are very mischievous, and at the 
risk of tediousness shall try to explain why. 

As to the first, we must be aware that Aristotle never 
speaks of "abstractions," but rather of "things in abstrac
tion" (Ia en aphairesei) or more fully of "things said in ab
straction" (Ia legomena en aphairesei), that is, things which 
result from a "lifting off" or "taking away" (that is what 
apo-haireo means) of some "parts" from the wholes of 
which they are parts; or a "disregard of everything ex
cept ... (whatever we happen to be interested in)," 
which disregard, although it is in some way a willful act 
of attention on our part, seems also, at least in some cases, 
to be invited and guided by the wholes themselves which 
we primarily face. Above all, it is important to remem
ber that aphairesis, "abstraction" -which names a process, 
as en aphairesei names a mode of being resulting from this 
process-is introduced by Aristotle primarily for the sake 
of giving an account of the manner of being of mathe
maticals (for example, triangles or multitudes of pure 
units) and is always related polemically to the Platonic 
understanding of the mathematicals. Since the primary 
issue is the manner of being of the mathematicals, Aristo
tle (unlike Thomas Aquinas, for example), shows no in
terest in the "mechanics" -the agents and stages-of the 
"process" of abstraction. 

The term "universal" comes from a word used more 
broadly by Aristotle, with no special reference to mathe
maticals. Again, however, the main point is that Aristo
tle's word cannot be used in the plural; indeed it is not 
even a noun. He speaks always of Ia katholou, that is 
things considered kala holou, according to their wholeness; 
the preposition kala and the genitive noun holou form an 
adverbial phrase. Aristotle is always aware of a certain 
tension between the generality of certain kinds of inquiry, 
and the particularity of what in each instance we face: 
a sign of this awareness is the clarity with which he can 
distinguish between a consideration of magnitudes gener
ally (such as we find in book five of Euclid) and a con
sideration of general magnitude (i.e., algebra). Again, the 
famous doctrine of the four "causes" bears witness to 
Aristotle's constant mindfulness of the presence of the 
inquirer: an aitia, the Aristotelian word usually translat
ed as "cause," does not cause anything; that is, there 
is no verb related to the noun a ilia which can be translat
ed as "to cause"; the only verb formed from aitia is 
aitiaomai, meaning "to hold responsible" (sometimes "to 
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blame"), which clearly belongs to the point of view of 
the inquirer. 

Let me make one more observation about the proposi
tion that we become identical with what we know as the 
intelligible forms work on us through the sensible forms, 
the "invisible look" of tree through the "visible look" 
of this tree right here. Aristotle speaks of the intelligibles, 
ta noeta, as residing in images as well as in sensed things, 
and although his remarks in De Anima on the faculty of 
imagination are sketchy and inconclusive, I believe that 
the only way to understand his remark in the Poetics that 
poetry is closer to philosophy than is history, is by sup
posing that the intelligibles are able to shine through im
ages in whose shaping the imagination has enjoyed a 
certain freedom-the Achilles of the Iliad, for example
not only more vividly but also more precisely than 
through what is simply given to the senses (mere history). 

VI. 
We have already seen that the fourth of Aristotle's great 

propositions about knowing is called up immediately by 
the third: as the knower comes to be identical to the 
knowable, the knowable does all the work. Aristotle 
writes: "To know is in some way to suffer, to be acted 
upon." It is not that we, as would-be knowers, go to 
work upon things, attempting to grasp them, compre
hend or conceive them, order, 'analyze and synthesize 
them; rather, our part is to be alert, to be awake, to be 
prepared ourselves to be grasped and moulded by the 
things themselves working upon us immediately by their 
sensible forms and through these by their intelligible 
forms (or as Aristotle say outside of De Anima, by the ti 
en einai of tode ti, the "what it was to be" of "this here 
something"). 

This way of understanding how we come to know 
differs radically, I take it, from our habitual way of regard
ing the matter. Three explanatory remarks may help. 
First, Aristotle's analysis singles out a special moment, 
the highest moment, within our experience of coming to 
know, what we sometimes speak of as a moment of in
sight, when we genuinely do come to understand what 
it is we are facing. It is of this moment that he says that 
we, as would-be knowers, are essentially not working 
but are being worked upon. He thereby leaves temporar
ily out of account the work, which is ours, of trying to 
"recollect" (that is, trying to free ourselves from those 
particularities within ourselves which prevent us from be
ing open to all the beings as they are); again, he temporar
ily leaves out of account all of our experimental divisions 
and collections, analyses and syntheses, our step-by
step labors of all sorts; again, he temporarily leaves out 
of account what follows the moment of noein as the pure 
receiving of the intelligible, the pure being-formed by the 
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intelligibles we face: in chapter six of book three, immedi
ately following his most sublime discussion of that 
"aspect" of nous which is imperishable and divine, we 
read of nous as "one-making" (to hen poioun) in the sense 
of the compounding of thoughts (sunthesis noematon), 
what we sometimes call "predication," in which for the 
first time we encounter the true and the false (to alethes 
and to pseudos). Thus, the experience of suffering, of be
ing acted upon by the knowable things, is not said to be 
characteristic of all moments of our experience as would
be knowers. But I think that Aristotle means that the mo
ment in which to know is to suffer is not merely the 
highest moment, but also the moment which somehow 
empowers and guides all the others: as the telos (fulfill
ment) of the would-be knower, it is present from the be
ginning, not merely as norm or proposed objective, but 
as effectively moving. 

Second, it is worth noting that Aristotle is very much 
concerned lest the suffering, the being acted upon, of the 
knowing soul be thought to be an indignity. Thus he 
painstakingly distinguishes between the being acted upon 
in which a contrary is destroyed by a contrary and the 
being acted upon which entails the saving (soteria), of that 
which is potentially, its coming into its own (eis auto) and 
into full possession of what it was meant to be (en
telecheia). 

Finally, we must be aware that the kind of suffering 
involved in coming to know is not exactly "passive"
according to Aristotle it is rather a sustaining, a paying 
attention, a holding oneself in readiness. Perhaps it might 
again be helpful to think of Lear, who only seems to be 
contradicting himself when he asks the gods first, not for 
patience in general, but for "that patience I need" and 
then, moments later, asks to be "touched with a noble 
anger." To be acted upon truly by what is present to us 
we must be appropriately present to it, and this requires 
that we summon up and sustain what is most our own. 
(What is most our own is of course a great question.) 

We come now to the fifth and final of Aristotle's cru
cial propositions prior to the radical shift of perspective 
in chapter five of book three. Aristotle writes: "The ener
geia, the being-at-work, the fullness of being, of that 
which acts resides in that which is acted upon.'' That is, 
although it is the sensible and intelligible being of the 
things in the world that works upon our souls, rather than 
our souls working upon them, those things themselves 
are incomplete until they have acted upon us-the things 
of the world receive their fulfillment in our souls. Aristotle 
says that the einai, the sheer being, of the things in the 
world and the einai of our souls, are different, but the ener
geia of the things in the world is one and the same with 
the energeia of our souls; and that energeia is said by Aristo
tle to reside in (hyparchein en) our souls. Energeia means 
literally being-at-work and can here, I think, be translat-

41 



ed as fulfillment (telos) or fullness of being; for as Aristo
tle says in chapter eight of book nine of the Metaphysics: 
"The name energeia is said with a view to ergon, the work, 
and converges toward entelecheia (possessing the end 
within)" and "just as teachers think they have accom
plished their end when they have displayed their pupil 
being-at-work, so it is with nature (phusis)." 

Aristotle's final two propositions-things work on our 
souls and things have their completion in our souls
might perhaps be understood in a provisional way by am
plifying a phrase Aristotle uses apparently casually. He 
speaks of the "producers (in Greek: poets) of actuality 
(that is, of their own actuality as well as the actuality of 
the knowers)" as being outside of us. It seems plausible 
to say that the poet, in achieving the actuality of his poem, 
thereby achieves his own actuality. He is not sheer su
perabundance; he is somehow deficient until his fullness 
comes to be in the poem. And yet presumably it makes 
more sense to say that he is working on the poem rather 
than that the poem is working on him. 

VII. 
We come now at last to the famous fifth chapter of book 

three of De Anima in which Aristotle radically shifts the 
ground of his discussion by distinguishing two "aspects" 
of nous. This chapter, consisting of nineteen lines, has 
been the subject of centuries of interpretation and con
tention. I can say only a little about it here. 

Aristotle distinguishes between "the sort of nous that 
is such in respect of becoming all things, and the sort that 
is such in respect of making all things, a sort of condi
tion [Greek hexis from echein, the action of holding one
self in a certain way] such as light. For in a certain manner 
light too makes things which are potentially colored ac
tually colored [so that they can then, and only then, work 
on the soul's power of sensing, of receiving the sensible 
form-this must be the point of the comparison]." 

It seems-! submit this interpretation with great 
tentativeness-that one would now have to say that the 
knowable must be actually known in order for it to work 
on the human knowing soul (which is, Aristotle says 
here, "pathetic"). Thus it is only provisionally true that 
the knowable works on that which knows rather than that 
which knows working on the knowable-more adequate
ly one would have to say: there is an eternally perfect 
active condition in which all of the knowable things are 
fully known. The human knowing soul must enter into 
that already existing active condition, must somehow al
low itself to be invaded by that active condition; that eter
nally perfect active condition in which the knowable is 
known, and not the knowable as such, is what forms and 
transforms my soul when I achieve insight into what 
something is. Thus in the last analysis the intelligible is 
not "poetic" with respect both to things knowable and 
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to our souls. 
Of this nous, which is not "at one time thinking, at 

another time not thinking,'' it is not said in the present 
chapter that it is divine or that it is god. It is however 
said to be separate, unaffected, unmixed, fully at work, 
deathless and eternal-attributes which Aristotle ascribes 
to god in book twelve of the Metaphysics, where it is 
declared that the true name of god, of the first mover 
upon which as upon their ruling beginning (arche) the 
heavens and the whole of nature depend, is noesis noese
os, thinking of thinking (where "thinking means not 
"thinking about" but rather something like "being in 
contact with," thigganein). In a moment I shall try to sug
gest something about how we might understand this 
strange name of god as we encounter it in the Metaphys
ics. But first let me suggest a possible reason why god 
is not mentioned in chapter five of book three of De Ani
ma, at the peak of Aristotle's analysis of human know
ing. In chapter five this second aspect of nous, that which 
''makes all things,'' is characterized as choristos, separate. 
But six lines later we find the aorist passive participle of 
the verb chorizein, and we must translate: "When it has 
been separated, it is alone the very thing which it is." 
But if there is a time when it has been separated, then 
there must have been a time when it was not yet separate, 
when it was deeply involved in the life of "the common" 
of which Aristotle speaks in book one. Despite the enor
mous gulf between the perishable and the imperishable, 
Aristotle is unwilling to assert unconditionally the "aloof
ness" of nous within us while we are alive. 

VIII. 
Let me now try to say something about noesis noeseos, 

thinking of thinking (or knowing of knowing) as the name 
Aristotle gives to his god. It is clear from Aristotle's 
presentation in book twelve of the Metaphysics that the 
formulation noesis noeseos is derivative from the formu
lation hauton noein, "to think itself," and that this formu
lation is a paradox meant to make us see what is of 
decisive importance about Aristotle's god, namely that 
he has no self. For by "the self'' we mean, I think, that 
which stands behind and disposes of its possible activi
ties, now perhaps placing itself, as we say, "umeserved
ly" into one activity rather than another, but always with 
the possibility of withdrawing itself from the first activi
ty. In the divine no us, which for this very reason is iden
tical with noein, with the activity of knowing, there is no 
possibility, no mere capability, no hule-its being is ex
hausted by its doing; its very being is to be completely 
at work. The perfect self-forgetfulness which we seem 
occasionally to approximate when we are, as we say, 
"completely absorbed" in some matter we are thinking 
about, is according to Aristotle an approximation to a kind 
of merging with the divine nous which, being perfectly 
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selfless, need not forget itself. 
I have been speaking as if book twelve of the Metaphys

ics, in which Aristotle presents his theology, his account 
of nous or noesis noeseos as the first and highest being on 
which depends the being and being in motion of all the 
other beings, were nothing but the culmination of the 
analysis of human knowing in book three of De Anima. 
That of course is not true. But for my purposes the most 
useful characterization of the Metaphysics as a whole is 
the following. 

Aristotle gives two accounts of the proper subject mat
ter of what we call his metaphysics and what he called 
"first philosophy (prole philosophia)." These accounts are 
importantly different: first philosophy considers being qua 
being (to on he on), attempts to answer the question what 
does it mean to be; and first philosophy asks about the 
highest being, the first being, the being that is most of 
all-Aristotle expressly identifies first philosophy and the
alogia. What is remarkable is that neither of these ques
tions seems to be simply prior to the other for Aristotle. 
It might seem to us that either of two procedures is pos
sible. One could upon consideration decide what it means 
to be: for example "to be created" or "to be an object 
placed before itself by a subject" or "to be material for 
the will to power" or "to be at work in the self-forming 
of well-formed things"; having thus decided what it 
means to be, one could look around to discover which 
particular being fulfills this criterion in the highest degree. 
Or else one could upon consideration single out one be
ing as first and highest and then, keeping in view what 
is most characteristic of this being, not only rank the other 
beings according to the degree in which they possess this 
characteristic, but also conclude perfectly generally that 
to be means to be, in some degree, in this way, to pos
sess this characteristic. 

We know that the two great words in Aristotle's first 
philosophy are energeia and noesis noeseos. To be means 
to be at work, to be active, and the highest being, the 
being that is in the fullest sense, is noesis noeseos. My own 
impression is that neither of these great words is prior 
to the other in Aristotle's thinking; that, on the contrary, 
Aristotle presents us with the most glorious example of 
circular reasoning that has ever been. But this much we 
can say, I think: for Aristotle thinking is the highest hu
man activity not because it is the purest or the least bodily 
or the most needful with a view to guiding conduct or 
even-at least not directly-because by virtue of commun
ion with what is imperishable, it itself is least vulnerable 
to the wounds of time; but rather precisely because it is 
the most active activity. Aristotle, his eyes wide open, sees 
activity all around him: acorns coming to be oak trees, 
baby squirrels growing to maturity and generating off
spring, the stars circling, as it seems, endlessly; he sees 
human beings running around busily in their households 
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and workshops and cities; but none of these activities is 
sufficiently active for him. To think what is-this for 
Aristotle is the most active activity. Perhaps as a metaphor 
for the relentlessly, resistlessly "energetic" character of 
the activity of thinking what is, we can use these words
Hegel, I think, would approve-from the Antigone in 
which the chorus speaks of the awesome strangeness of 
man: "And she, the greatest of gods, the earth, ageless 
she is and unwearied-he wears her away as the ploughs 
go up and down from year to year and his mules turn 
up the soil." The relation between thinking and Being 
is like that. 

IX. 
Let me now, at the end of these reflections, return to 

the question which, I said, has been somehow guiding 
them. I said that, following a clue offered by what seemed 
to me to be a connection between two statements by So
crates at the heart of the Republic, my inquiry into the 
question concerning the knowing soul and its relation to 
the being of things in the world, was for the sake of un
derstanding whether to be could mean to be worthy of 
praise. I have of course managed to show little or, more 
likely, nothing, about the praiseworthy character of the 
being of things in the world. But I think I have learned 
something about the relation of knowing and praising: 
only a genuine self-and therefore neither divine nous nor 
we ourselves insofar as we lose ourselves in merging with 
the divine nous-is capable of praising, of taking a posi
tion with regard to what faces it, of affirming and prais
ing, and this for the reason that affirmation and praise 
are meaningful only when they are chosen by a being for 
whom refusal and rejection are also possible. 

That is why I cannot agree with what I understand 
Aristotle to be saying in his discussion of human happi
ness in book ten of the Ethics. He writes: "It would seem 
that each of us is his nous, since indeed it is the sover
eign and better part. Therefore it would be absurd if 
someone would choose not the life of himself [hautou, 
now identified with nous], but rather of someone else." 
Because I think with Augustine that the greatest delight 
for human beings is found in affirming and praising, and 
that delight is the sign of fullness of being, I think it is 
better to say, not that nous is the highest in man, or is 
man most of all, but rather that the will is, with the un
derstanding that the will's most perfect action-which is 
a free action-is to love. In the words of John Duns Sco
tus, the thirteenth century Franciscan thinker who 
learned from Augustine as well as from Aristotle: Amo: 
Vola ut sis-"I love you: I will that you be." This is, 
perhaps, what the Bible means when it tells us that we 
are created in the image of a Creator God; not only are 
we able to know, in our way, the beings of the world, 
but we are also able-though not at all constrained-to 
say yes to them, to affirm them and love them. 
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Reflections on Beginning Ptolemy 

I. 
. In the first paragraph of the Almagest Ptolemy empha

SIZes that, in contradistinction to practical science, theo
retical science is essentially progressive: there is no need 
for a continual return to the beginnings; the characteris
tic movement of theoretical sciences is expansion outward 
to encompass, via deduction from the original 
hypotheses, more and more phenomena. This appears 
to be a wholly un-Platon.ic procedure. For Plato, who goes 
so far as to call arithmetic "the study of the one" (which 
is, strictly speaking, prior to all arithmoi), the beginnings 
are the object of reflection; they are never possessed se
curely, never simply at our disposal as knowers; we must 
return to them again and again, in order that the radi
ance of their evidence may grow for us and in us; the 
mere solidity of any edifice, any "system," which may 
be constructed upon them, proves nothing, and above 
all does not still the eros of the knowing soul, which longs, 
not to be filled up with one thing after another, but rather 
to know, and thereby somehow to dwell with, those be
ings which truly are and which as such illuminate in 
shining brightness, the other beings which somehow ~re. 
(According to the Phaedrus the true beings, the eide, are 
essentially beautiful, and the essence of beauty is to be 
ekphanestaton, that which shines forth most. This notion 
seems very different from, and even in conflict with the 
notion also found in Plato of the eide as measures, as ~tan
dards in accordance with which we determine in what 
m:asure that which offers itself to us by appearing to us 
w1ll be allowed to count as true being. A measure must, 
by definition, be confined within its own confines, while 
the beautiful "shines forth.") 
. Specifically, the beginning from which Ptolemy con

tmuously advances, never to return, is the postulate that 
the movement of the heavenly bodies must be account-

''Reflections on Beginning Ptolemy'' was probably written for 
his freshman math class in his first year at the col1ege. 
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ed for strictly in terms of regular circular motion. Ptole
my does not elaborate the theological and physical 
grounds for this postulate. He seems to suppose that this 
has been done adequately by Aristotle, the metaphysi
cian, and that he himself, as a mathematician, need as
sume no original responsibility in the matter. For Aristotle 
the superiority of circular motion to rectilinear motion is 
a reflection of the superiority of energeia to kinesis, of ac
tivity which is self-contained, seeking nothing outside 
of Itself, to activity which seeks what it does not yet have 
(1t 1s noteworthy, however, that Aristotle in De Anima 
Book I, rejects Plato's or Timaeus' notion that circularit; 
IS an appropriate image of thinking-Aristotle says that 
both prac!Jcal and speculative thinking move toward an 
end, which they reach). For Aristotle the mode of being 
of God, on which the mode of being of the heavens and 
the wh~le of the kosmos depends, is sheer energeia; nous 
IS md1stinguishable from noein; God is radically self-less, 
if by the self we mean that which stands behind its ac
tivities and disposes of them, placing itself, perhaps, "un
reservedly" in a given activity, but always capable of 
withdrawing itself, wholly or in part, from that activity. 
Such a mode of being, in its radical self-lessness, is very 
diff1cult to understand, and there is nothing in the whole 
of Aristotle's writings more disconcerting than the ninth 
chapter of the twelfth (theological) book of the Metaphysics 
wh1ch begms, "The things concerning nous (God) con
tam certain perplexities,'' and concludes forty lines later 
with all important perplexities apparently cleared up. 
Ptolemy, many case, who agrees with Aristotle that God 
is sheer energeia and must be imagined "high above some
where near the loftiest things in the universe," must have 
been satisfied . 

From the foregoing it is possible to characterize Ptole
my's astronomy in two ways: first, astronomy is not au
tonomous, but rather moral and theological 
considerations are relevant, though one hopes not tyran
nically so, in determining its own first principles; but se
cond, the astronomer himself, though submitting to 
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moral and theological considerations, does not undertake 
any original responsibility for these-hence the absence 
of any need for returning to the beginnings in an attempt 
to deepen, on the basis of new insight into the celestial 
manifestations of the divine, one's understanding of the 
mode of being of the God so manifested. 

If Aristotelian theological considerations form the prox
imate foundation for Ptolemy's astronomy, however, Pla
to's Timaeus forms the broadest and deepest foundation. 
The claim of the Timaeus seems to be that the question 
regarding the constitution of the physical world must be 
raised within a perspective which is not at all indifferent 
to, but rather urgently concerned with, the distinction
even the contest-between human nobility and human 
baseness. The physical kosmos, whatever else may be true 
of it, is a place within which acts of moral heroism 
(Athens of old vs. Atlantis) occur and have very great evi
dence, not as something else-something lower-in dis
guise, but as themselves; it is also a kosmos in which men 
attempt to understand, and do in fact succeed in under
standing some few things, in such a way that one long 
conversation about important matters can make men 
eager for another long conversation the very next day. 
The question therefore arises, whether human excellence, 
moral and intellectual, are at home in the physical kos
mos, are not merely occasionally possible, in spite of 
everything, but are somehow supported by that kosmos, 
so that there is some sort of kinship between the human 
and the non-human, such a kinship as elevates the hu
man rather than reducing it-all of this independently, 
it would seem, of any question of particular providence, 
such as the Biblical tradition might affirm. That such a 
kinship indeed obtains seems to be what is meant by call
ing the visible kosmos a living (and knowing) being: the 
whole is living by virtue of certain of its parts, which are, 
however, absolutely essential parts, in no way mere accre
tions which might just as well not have been; that is, part 
of the being of the lifeless is to form the setting for life 
(and ultimately for knowing); if life were not, it itself 
would have intrinsically a different meaning. In a word 
(and the distinction between logos and mythos is not so 
clear in the clialogue as appears at first glance: within 
thirty lines of the first mention of eikos mythos, eikos logos 
occurs), the kosmos is good because it was made by a good 
and nonenvious God to be as much like Himself as pos
sible. There are indeed limits to that possibility: there is 
the realm of necessity, of the errant cause, never wholly 
conquered by ordering Nous. Thus at the beginning of 
Timaeus' second account, it is well to invoke, not the gods 
in general as at the beginning of the first account, but 
"God the Savior," as thought descends into that from 
which it might well need to be saved. 

II. 
What is the meaning of anomaly or irregularity in the 
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appearances which the astronomer beholds? Should it be 
accounted for, as the Republic and Timaeus seem to sug
gest, with reference to the imperfectness of the material 
in which the "original" is "imaged" or should it be ac
counted for by the addition of special mathematical 
hypothesis (e.g. epicycles upon deferents with definite 
ratios between their radii) to the primary mathematical 
hypothesis (e.g. regular circular motion of the same and 
the other)? If we follow what Plato seems to say in this 
matter instead of what Ptolemy does, isn't astronomy 
redundant with respect to geometry-that is, if we look 
at imperfect circles in the heavens only to "see through" 
them to the perfect originals, why not just look in the first 
place at the perfect originals, which at least for Plato are 
independently available (unless, to anticipate, the point 
were precisely to recognize that we must "see through" 
mere appearances in order to reach those beings with 
which, as knowers, we truly belong)? But Plato presuma
bly would have approved of some version of what Ptole
my does, if that tradition is accurate according to which 
Plato "sets the mathematician the problem of ... saving 
the appearances," that is, not saying right off "what can 
one expect of mere appearances" so that one is well ad
vised to "let the things in the heavens go." Still, the 
meaning of Timaeus 37B and following seems to be that 
the knowing soul has access to the sensible world, the 
world of appearances, through the otherness within it
self and to the thinkable world through the sameness wi
thin itself (though the Sophist surely maintains that 
otherness pervades the eidetic realm as well; but this 
seems to be from a quite different perspective). If this is 
so, then u anomalies" or "irregularities" in the sensible 
world would be necessary in the sense that mind would 
not experience the sensible world as other-hence would 
not rightly know itself-if the sensible world were ade
quate to logos. 

Perhaps from this point of view the introduction of 
specific mathematical hypotheses to account for apparent 
anomalies is a way in which mind, having recognized 
otherness, overcomes it and comes home, so to speak. 
That is, "to let the heavenly things go" as imperfect 
imitations-due to the recalcitrance of their material-of 
perfect originals is to be radically homeless in this world, 
the world overarched by the visible heavens; to show that 
"behind" even these apparent anomalies there might be 
thought to be rationality (that which is adequate to logos) 
would be a sort of conquest rather than dismissal of what 
seemed alien to mind. Thus, there is rationality "above" 
(in the realm of the "originals"); there might be thought 
to be rationality "behind," whereby in "thought to be" 
one emphasizes "thought" -one could almost say 
"thought into being" or "brought into being through 
thought," so as to accomplish a less remote sort of tran
scendence, whether playfully or desperately one hardly 
knows. 
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Negation, Willing, 
and the Places of the Soul 

This lecture has three parts. In the first part I shall 
sketch Hegel's presentation of the primacy of the sub
ject in modern metaphysics and of negativity as the mean
ing of subjectivity. In the second part I shall sketch 
Heidegger' s attempt to expose willing as the core of think
ing not only in the thought of Nietzsche but already in 
that of Descartes and even in that of Plato. In the third 
part I shall try to bring out some suggestions contained 
in Plato's Timaeus, not indeed about the subject or the 
self, but about what human soul might be. I hope that 
the coherence of the three parts will emerge in the course 
of the lecture. 

I. 
In the preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit Hegel 

writes: "According to my view, which must justify itself 
by the presentation of the system, everything depends 
on this, that we comprehend and express the true not 
only as substance but just as much as subject." We must 
try to understand this statement, which is central in 
Hegel's thinlcing. But two preliminary considerations may 
help us orient ourselves toward that thinking. 

First, one of the most important words in the language 
of Hegel's thinking is "concrete." By it he means almost 
the opposite of what we might suppose. We are in the 
habit of saying, for example, that to experience a tree con
cretely we must walk into the middle of a field and stand 
face to face with the tree; if we read a book about trees, 
we are encountering the tree only abstractly. For Hegel 

"Negation, Willing, and the Places of the Soul" was delivered 
as a formal lecture at St. john' s College, Santa Fe in April, 1981. 
It was later delivered as a summer lecture in Annapolis. 
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the situation is reversed: to read a book about a tree is 
to experience the tree as concretely as may be. The rea
son for the reversal is this. To experience a tree concrete
ly is to experience it in its concrescence, its having grown 
together with the other things on which it depends and 
with which it deeply belongs: air, water, soil, sunshine, 
but also human thinking. The tree and human thinking 
about the tree have already grown together by the time 
any of us appears on the scene. Moreover, this concres
cence, this having grown together, belongs to the being 
of the tree as well as to the being of human thinking
this is one of Hegel's great thoughts, which he learned 
from Aristotle. Thus in reading a book about trees I am 
facing the tree and human thinking about the tree as hav
ing grown together; I am thinking about the tree concrete
ly, as is not possible for me as I stand in a field facing 
the tree in what now appears as its nakedness. 

Hegel took his experience of reading books very seri
ously. In that experience he felt himself to be most dee
ply in touch with the world in the fullness of its being. 
The books he took most seriously-this brings us to the 
second preliminary consideration-were those of Aristo
tle. In two matters of utmost importance he simply fol
lows Aristotle. At the end of his Encylopedia, presenting 
the all-encompassing circular education, Hegel says that 
Aristotle alone named God truly: noesis noi!seos, thinking 
of thinking. That means for Hegel: thinking is the most 
active activity, the most energetic energy, both as world
building (thinking produces the Roman world, thinking 
produces the Aeneid) and as self -contained: thinking is 
of all activities the one in which sheer aliveness is most 
concentrated. Second, Hegel never wavers in following 
Aristotle's view that in the most important motions the 
end is effectively present in the beginning, as the oak tree 
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is at work in the acorn. 
Hegel however disagrees with Aristotle in two points 

that are almost as decisive. He thinks Aristotle is wrong 
in supposing that the part of the soul that thinks is 
separate from the part that loves, hates and remembers. 
From Hegel's point of view Aristotelian nous-the capac
ity to receive the intelligible-is merely inhuman rather 
that authentically divine. Hegel has learned from the 
Christian doctrine of the incarnation and passion of God 
Himself that the relation of human and divine can be truly 
understood only under the symbol of the crucifixion: thus 
we read on the final page of the Phenomenology that ab
solute knowing is accomplished through the "recollec
tion and Golgotha of Absolute Spirit." Second, and 
connected with this, Hegel thinks the tragic poets were 
right as against Aristotle: the truth about the divine is rev
ealed in the fate of human beings within human commu
nities rather than in the coming to be and passing away 
of things without special reference to human commu
nities. 

Let us return to Hegel's assertion that what is crucial 
is to understand the true not only as substance but just 
as much as subject. It is a commonplace to say that since 
Descartes the subject, the ''I think,'' has been the begin
ning for metaphysics and that in Kant's "Copernican 
Revolution" human subjectivity wins its decisive victory. 
But the Cartesian and Kantian positions, though impor
tant for Hegel, are not sufficient. For in them the so-called 
subject, which has indeed been accorded primacy, is still 
being understood fundamentally as a substance: Des
cartes speaks of a "thinking substance" and Kant of a 
"transcendental I," which is always one and the same, 
which was never young, which does not tremble in the 
face of death. 

Against these insufficiently radical attempts to estab
lish the primacy of the subject, Hegel insists that subjec
tivity is a movement, the movement of self-positing, of 
throwing itself under (sub-jacere) a world of things so as 
to become what it is, rather than a constant standing un
der or lying under (substance, hupokeimenon). 

To secure the being of the subject against being con
strued on the model of substance, Hegel speaks of sub
jectivity as negativity. Being as a whole is revealed in and 
through the being that can think and say "no" and, 
moreover, can carry this "no" out in practice. In Hegel's 

· discussion the work of negativity is unfolded in three 
stages. 

First, the process of lifting off" chair" from "this chair 
here" (which process since Aristotle-and on the basis 
of a misunderstanding of him-has been called "abstrac
tion," that is aphairesis, that is "lifting off") is understood 
by Hegel in a dramatic and violent way. To lift off "chair" 
from "this chair here" is to destroy uthis hereness," to 
do away with "immediate existence," the being here or 
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there of particular beings as they are given to us. It is, 
by the power of our thinlcing, to overcome mere giveness. 

Second, the very discursiveness of human thinking, the 
motion of thought from part to part, is understood by 
Hegel as exhibiting what he calls "the tremendous pow
er of the negative." That we think and speak at all me
ans, according to Hegel, not only that we transform "this 
chair here'' into ''chair'' but also that we separate ''chair'' 
from all other things in the world; in general, in our think
ing and speaking we separate parts from the concrete 
wholes to which they belong and which alone are actu
al. In Hegel's language, the discursiveness of human un
derstanding introduces "the unactual" -but this 
introduction of the unactual is the very action which 
makes change possible by making room for change: change 
can only mean re-arrangement of parts; to say "no" to 
the whole does not generate progress but rather annihi
lation in the form of suicide or merely theoretical nihilism. 

Finally, the power of human thinking to destroy im
mediate existence in the form of the 11this-hereness" in 
which things are given to us, and to tear particular things 
out of the contexts in which we encounter them, is seen 
in its full prodigiousness only when we follow Hegel in 
supposing that the self is passionately disposed to say 
no to what it primarily faces-that it is radically restless 
and dissatisfied-and this because at bottom it is passion
ately disposed to say no to itself: it is in every respect 
"unhappy consciousness," the telling name given by 
Hegel to the hero of his greatest book. The difference, ac
cording to Hegel in the "Introduction" to the Phenome
nology, between natural things and human existence is 
that "consciousness destroys every form of limited satis
faction for itself" so that serious education for human be
ings is a "way of despair," that is, as the German word 
Verzweiflung suggests, a way of being torn in two as a vio
lent conversation takes place within each of us between 
"natural conciousness" and "real knowledge." Or, as 
we may say, the ultimate meaning of Hegel's claim that 
the subject belongs within the true just as deeply as do 
the beings which the subject faces, and that the core of 
subjectivity is negativity, is that thinking is willing and 
that willing properly issues, not in praise and love-"! 
love you: I will that you be" as the Franciscan thinker 
Duns Scotus has it-but rather in revolution. 

Here, however, Hegel's thinking takes a somewhat un
expected turn. For, in his understanding, revolution is 
for the sake of the fullness of being. What I have called 
the fullness of being, Hegel designates as "living sub
stance" in contrast to substance thought of as constituted 
by the beings in the world opposed to subject. From the 
point of view of "living substance," Hegel says: "What 
seems to happen outside it, as an activity directed against 
it, is its own doing; and thus the substance shows that 
it is essentially subject. When it has shown this complete-
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ly, the spirit has made its existence equal to its essence" 
and, we may add, history has come to its proper end. 
Or, as Hegel said earlier, in and through the discursive
ness of human thinking, understood as "the tremendous 
power of the negative," "the concrete separates itself and 
makes itself unactual," so that it can move itself. There 
is no more fundamental thought in Hegel than that the 
oak tree is effectively present in the acorn. In this final 
point, of course, Hegel is by no means a representative 
modern thinker. For our purposes let us return to the as
sertion that the deepest posture of human beings toward 
the world in which they primarily find themselves is 
negative, that thinking is willing and that willing issues 
not in affirmation or praise, but in destruction. Heideg
ger can help us with this. 

II. 
I shall draw primarily on a long essay called 

"Nietzsche's Word 'God is dead'" in which Heidegger 
in a set of wide-ranging reflections interprets section 125 
of Nietzsche's Gay Science. In that section, entitled "The 
Madman," a madman carrying a lantern in the bright 
morning hours runs into the market place to announce 
that God is dead and, just as astounding, that we are his 
murderers, you and I. It is this second assertion which 
Heidegger is especially concerned to understand. As his 
interpretation develops, the murdering of God is under
stood as the murdering of the meaningfulness of all that 
is. 

In other words, guided by Nietzsche but going beyond 
his analysis, Heidegger tries to understand nihilism, "that 
uncanniest of guests that stands at our door." Accord
ing to Nietzsche, nihilism means that "the highest values 
hitherto are devaluing themselves," so that what is re
quired is a "revaluation of all values," as the subtitle of 
Nietzsche's unfinished masterwork, The Will to Power, has 
it. But Heidegger is led to wonder about the very lan
guage of "value" which abounds in Nietzsche's writings: 
valuing, devaluing, creating new values. Perhaps nihilism 
means not that the highest values devalue themselves but 
rather that what is, what offers itself to us by appearing 
to us, should be evaluated at all, should be driven into 
some sort of order by reference to one extrinsic standard 
or other. The central attempt of Heidegger' s essay is to 
explore whether nihilism can be understood in this se
cond sense and, if so, where its origins are to be found. 

We cannot follow Heidegger's discussion in all its rich
ness and complexity. Its decisive steps are: first, to show 
the dependence of Nietzsche's understanding of value 
on his understanding of will, and second, to point to the 
presence of a willful element in thinking as understood 
by Descartes and even by Plato. As he writes sweeping
ly in another place: "Thinking, understood in the tradi
tional way, is a kind of willing." 
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According to Heidegger, the most important thought 
in the final phase of Nietzsche's philosophizing is "will 
to power." Will to power is said by Nietzsche to be "the 
innermost essence of Being." But the phrase "will to 
power" is likely to mislead us, as Heidegger points out, 
since according to Nietzsche's understanding willing as 
such generates power: the will to humility is just as 
powerful, just as power-generating, as the will to domi
nation over others. Therefore he proposes that we un
derstand will to power as will to will; that is, the 
''innermost essence of Being'' is to be understood as the 
will willing itself, the willing of willing. 

Heidegger goes on to claim that "Modern metaphys
ics, as the metaphysics of subjectness, thinks the Being 
of what is in the sense of will." He understands 
Nietzsche's great thought as the culmination of modern 
metaphysics, completing the elevation of willing to un
challenged supremacy within the relation of human be
ing to being as a whole, so that in our time "the earth 
itself can show itself only as the object of assault, an as
sault that, in human willing, establishes itself as total ob
jectification." 

Heidegger identifies the grounding principle of 
Nietzsche's metaphysics, the metaphysics of the will to 
power, and notices that it is a value-principle: "Art is 
worth more than truth." He wonders about evaluative 
thinking altogether, and this leads him back to a consider
ation of Descartes, Plato and the pre-Socratic thinkers. 
I shall present a sketch of the sketch he gives. 

In Descartes' thought, that which constantly underlies 
everything that is, (the hypokeimenon in Aristotle's lan
guage) is the cogito, the "I think" of the fundamental 
proposition "I think, therefore I am." But the Cartesian 
cogito means co-agito; to cogitate means to co-agitate; ''I 
think" means "I drive together into the unity of a sys
tem." Cartesian thinking, according to Heidegger, is fun
damentally willful, doing violence to beings rather than 
letting them be what they are. Nothing is more charac
teristic of Heidegger' s own late writing than the passion
ate insistence on the will-not-to-will, which is meant to 
prepare the way for the tranquility of "letting-be," that 
is, of thinking that lets things be what they are. 

Heidegger perceives the same element of willfulness, 
which refuses to let beings be what they are, in the 
thought of Plato, though in a less blatant form. For there 
the eidi!, the non-appearing beings of thought, are ulti
mately understood as measures, in relation to which every
thing that offers itself to us by appearing to us must 
inevitably fail to measure up, and hence is said to be only 
in a certain measure. The positing of the idea of the Good 
is murderous of Being, that is, destroys the meaning
fulness of what appears. Meaningfulness is now con
ferred only by the willfully established frame within 
which what appears is allowed to appear. Heidegger 
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writes in another place: "From the standpoint of space, 
the difference is this: appearing in the first and authen
tic sense of bringing-itself-to-stand in togetherness in
volves space, which it first conquers; as it stands there, 
it creates space for itself; it produces space and everything 
pertaining to it; it is not something copied. Appearing 
in the second sense (i.e., Platonically understood) 
emerges from an already finished space; it is situated in 
the rigid measures of this space, and we see it by look
ing toward it. The vision makes the thing. Now the vi
sion becomes decisive, instead of the thing itself. 
Appearing in the first sense opens up space. Appearing 
in the (Platonic) sense merely circumscribes and meas
ures the space that has already been opened." 

Thus in order to encounter a kind of thinking that does 
not represent to itself what it thinks about but rather al
lows it to be present in its own way, that places nothing 
before itself (Kant's characteristic word vorstellen, usual
ly translated "represent" means literally "to place be
fore") but rather heeds what comes before it, we must 
turn to the pre-Socratic thinkers. And this Heidegger has 
done repeatedly, with the greatest seriousness and with 
the greatest and most imaginative sympathy. But even 
in Heracleitus and Parmenides, Heidegger concludes, 
"Being is not thought as Being." In these thinkers there 
is indeed no distortion through willfulness, but there is 
a kind of obliviousness of the mystery of Being. What is 
lacking even in Heracleitus and Parmenides is insight into 
the tragic character of the thinker's relation to Being, the 
insight that Being must be thought historically with a vi
sion to its withholding itself from man, withdrawing from 
man variously in various epochs, thereby engendering 
a variety of tragedies of thought. Heidegger, who seems 
never to have given thought to tragedies of action such 
as Sophocles and Shakespeare present, regards the his
tory of metaphysics not skeptically or negatively but trag
ically as a sequence of shatterings against fatefully 
appointed limits of which the configuration changes from 
epoch to epoch, but never the immensity. Thus his final 
word on the "willfulness" that characterizes the tradi
tional understanding of thinking is this: "The false opin
ion easily arises that the human will is the origin of the 
will to will. In fact, on the contrary, man is being willed 
by the will to will without even experiencing the essence 
of this willing." 

III. 
We began by considering a little the meaning of Hegel's 

claim that to comprehend the true we must begin with 
subjectivity of the subject and above all must understand 
subjectivity as negativity. With the help of Heidegger's 
reflections on the role of willing within metaphysical 
speculation since Descartes, we tried to see Heger s view 
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not merely as one of several important alternatives but 
rather as a radicalization and unsurpassably acute expres
sion of a tendency that has been powerful for centuries. 

We have also been stirred-! at least have been 
stirred-by two further claims of Heidegger: first, that the 
traditional understanding of thinking, according to which 
thinking is kind of willing, is so murderously destructive 
of meaningfulness in our experience of the world that the 
only hope for us is to attempt to renounce willing, to will 
not to will, and then wait to see if we can learn to let 
things be as they are; second, that this tradition in which 
thinking is at bottom a kind of willing originates with 
Plato. 

Although these matters are difficult to judge, I believe 
Heidegger may be right in his first claim. I doubt that his 
second claim is true. But I think it might be worthwhile 
for us now to pay some attention to Plato's way of speak
ing about the human soul. With this in view, I propose 
that we look at the Timaeus. There are several reasons for 
this choice. One is that while we are reading and talking 
about the Timaeus, it is almost impossible for us to forget 
that playfulness has a proper place in discussions of the 
most important matters. I fear that our consideration of 
Hegel and Heidegger may have induced us to forget this. 

The Timaeus seems to me to be, in the guise of presen
tation of the genesis of the visible and touchable world, 
above all an invitation to think about the human soul in 
certain ways. This hypothesis is at least plausible: after 
all, the "feast of words" offered to Socrates as recom
pense for his own gift of the day before-something like 
the conversation recounted in the Republic-is meant to 
delight Socrates; and Socrates seems to take delight most 
of all in words about the human soul. 

I shall consider certain statements about the soul con
tained in Timaeus' mythical account of how soul was 
fashioned and apportioned, as well as what seems to be 
implied about the soul in Timaeus' account of "the recep
tacle." But first we must notice a remarkable feature of 
this dialogue altogether, namely its undercutting of op
positions that seem familiar and well-established in other 
dialogues. Two examples seem especially important. The 
most famous phrase from the Timaeus is eikos muthos, like
ly story. But 27 lines after the first occurrence of this 
phrase, the very same set of words is referred to as eikos 
logos. The difference between muthos and logos, so em
phatically insisted upon in other dialogues, seems far 
from clear-cut in the Timaeus. We shall have to try to un
derstand why this is. 

Again, the opposition at the heart of the Meno, the op
position between memory-understood as merely idi
osyncratic and closely associated with Meno' s incapacity 
to learn-and recollection as the soul's descent into itself 
beyond memory, seems in the Timaeus to be somehow 
undercut as we hear of Critias' attempt to reach back at 
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once into himself and beyond himself in order to recover 
an account he heard when young from his old grand
father who heard it from his father who heard it from Sol
on who heard it from an Egyptian priest who relied upon 
written records extending back 8000 years-that is, to 
within a thousand years of the time of the event to be 
recovered. 

Let us turn now to the introduction of soul within 
Timaeus' account of the framing of the world in which 
we find ourselves. The non-envious demiurge, we are 
told, discovered upon consideration that among visible 
things none Jacking intellect is more beautiful than what 
has intellect, comparing wholes with wholes. But it was 
not possible to place intellect directly into body. Rather, 
it was necessary to place intellect in soul and soul in body. 
Soul appears first within this account as a bonding thing, 
necessary for the holding together of intellect and body. 
Even more: Timaeus' account seems to imply that only 
mortal soul can serve this function. For soon we encoun
ter this powerful conjunction: "in order that there might 
be mortal things and the whole might be truly a whole." 
The wholeness, the oneness of the world is an acute 
problem in the Timaeus as it is not in the great central im
ages of the Republic. The divided line, though it has sec
tions, has no gaps; it is one continuous line. Similarly the 
path leading out of the cave into the sunlight is one path. 
But in the Timaeus we are presented emphatically with 
the image of a demiurge who looks up there to see the 
changeless originals in the image of which he fashions 
the material down here. We imagine him, as we imagine 
any craftsman, looking repeatedly back and forth between 
the model and the copy which is gradually taking shape. 
As his gaze moves between model and copy, it encoun
ters vacancy. Are there two widely separated worlds, one 
unchanging and invisible, the other changing and visi
ble, or are they somehow one? They are somehow one, 
Timaeus' account implies, only because there are mor
tals, beings who live but do not live forever, who, them
selves perishable, long for the imperishable, so that their 
very longing holds the two worlds together bonds them 
into one world. We shall return to this theme. 

Various remarkable things are said by Timaeus about 
the fashioning and distribution of soul. Let us consider 
three which seem at first sight very strange and even out
rageous: the world is an animal, the courses of the planets 
are made of soul, and the soul itself is made of music. 
I think that these propositions appear outrageous only 
on the basis of essentially Hegelian premisses, namely 
that human being have in the beginning a radically nega
tive relation to the world, that there is no primary ex
perience of feeling at home in the world, but rather one 
experiences the urgent need to make oneself at home, by 
violent deeds of mind and hand, in a world that is primar
ily alien. For, apart from these premisses, what is more 
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natural than to regard the world around us as composed 
above all of what is alive and what sustains life, so that 
the cosmos would most like to be called to zoon, the liv
ing being? And can it really be that what is alive is alien 
to us? Descartes could suppose that dogs and horses, un
like human beings, are mere machines. But no one, I 
think, who has looked into the eyes of an injured dog 
he was trying to help, could take this supposition seri
ously: in such a gaze soul knows that it is indeed encoun
tering soul. 

Again, the soul does not seem to find the motion of 
the heavenly lights alien: we wish upon stars, wonder 
at times at their special brilliance, which we delight in 
pointing out to each other; and investigating their com
plex regularities involves deep satisfaction. So little do 
we find the motion of those lights alien that it makes 
sense, to me at least, to say that their courses are made 
of soul. I have always imagined that such men as Ptole
my, Copernicus, Brahe and Kepler must have had dee
ply healthy souls and that Ptolemy was speaking from 
authentic experience when he said that the benefit of his 
astro-nomical studies was to train the imagination how 
"not to forget in whatever things we happen upon the 
consideration of their beautiful and well-ordered dispo
sition." 

I think that there are elements of our experience which 
Hegel explains better than anyone else; but I do not think 
that subjectivity understood as negativity and Abraham 
understood as the archetypal unhappy consciousness 
which refuses to be at home in the world are models that 
illuminate our experience of living under the starry skies 
and alongside all manner of living things. 

Finally, if Timaeus' account makes any sense at all, that 
is, if soul is what holds together intellect and body, and 
thereby holds together that which is unchangeable and 
that which is forever changing, then it makes sense to 
say that if soul is made of anything, it is made of music. 
For in music we face the mystery of the inseparable uni
ty of number ratio (logos), than which nothing pleases in
tellect more, and sensibility of such depth that it seems 
that without music we could hardly know who we are 
as feeling beings existing in time. In the beginning of 
Timaeus' account of the demiurge' s introduction of 
intellect-in-soul into body, we hear not that the motions 
of the visible world had been disorderly in general, but 
rather that they had been "out of tune" (plemmelos). 

That the soul is made of music seems to imply that our 
relation to logoi, accounts of all kinds, is inseparable from 
such things as Critias' memory of his grandfather's eager
ness in telling and his own delight in hearing the account 
of Athens of old, the telling itself having taken place dur
ing a religious festival in honor of Dionysus in which chil
dren born during the year were admitted into the 
companionship of the city. The question is whether there 
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is anything in our experience more trustworthy than such 
tales, tales inseparable from the circumstances of the tell
ing of them. I think the dialogue suggests that there may 
be nothing more trustworthy. We remember how the 
Timaeus begins: "One, two, three-but where is the 
fourth?" It is hard not to think, among other things, of 
the fourth-that is the uppermost-section of the divid
ed line. But if the fourth section is missing, the section 
in which the soul exhibits its power of making its way 
"without images by the forms (eide) themselves through 
themselves," then the remaining three powers of the soul 
must somehow comprehend the living whole which in 
the Timaeus the soul faces. But that means that pistis, trust, 
has become the in-between pqwer, the power of the soul 
that sustains the movement from consideration of image 
to consideration of original and back again. The most 
beautiful example I know of the high dignity of the ac
tion of trusting within what seems a purely theoretical 
consideration occurs near the end of the Sophist. The 
stranger asks Theatetus whether he like almost everyone 
else supposes that the world around us was thrown up 
by chance, or whether he supposes that some sort of 
provident care was involved. Theatetus, who is about 18 
years old, says that he thinks about that question all the 
time-what a wonderful young man! I cannot help 
interjecting-but that, probably because he is young, he 
at one time holds the one view, at another time the other. 
But now, Theatetus continues, as I look upon your face 
and know that you think there has been provident care 
involved, I think that too. The stranger replies that he 
suspects that, being the young man he is, Theatetus will 
always somehow incline to that view. There is no hint 
of apology or embarrassment in this exchange. I think 
that the main purpose of the Timaeus is to speak of soul 
in such a way that we can see why there should be no apol
ogy or embarrassment. 

In following Timaeus' account of the fashioning and 
distribution of soul, we have perhaps learned something 
about the place-or better, the places-of soul in the world 
that surrounds us. Could it make sense also to speak of 
the places within the soul, of shallower or deeper places 
within the soul from which our words variously come, 
of places in our hearts into which we receive certain per
sons and certain things? I think that Timaeus' discussion 
of the "receptacle" (hypodoche) is an attempt to address 
this question. That discussion is after all an attempt to 
speak of a "within which/~ a "place," having" depth," 
prior to the existence of body, namely at a (mythically con
ceived) time prior to the introduction of regular plane sur
faces arranged in three dimensions. At this time we 
encounter nothing of body except certain ''powers'' and 
"traces" (dunameis and ichne). 

Thus the being of the receptacle is said by Timaeus to 
be reachable only with difficulty by a kind of "bastard 
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reasoning" with the help of "nonsensing" (the word 
anaisthesia used strangely). I do not know exactly what 
these strange phrases mean, but it seems clear that 
Timaeus does not wish his speaking about the recepta
cle to be understood as merely metaphorical, that is, as 
involving the mere transfer to another domain of words 
belonging primarily and most properly to the domain of 
body. 

Again, there are moments during Timaeus' account 
when it is difficult not to understand the receptacle as 
"intellectual soul" pure and simple. Titis is especially true 
if one has read the third book of Aristotle's treatise on 
the soul. That which is to receive all incoming forms 
without deforming them must itself be perfectly 
formless-this language is used by Timaeus of the recep
tacle and by Aristotle of the soul's power of knowing. 
The use by both of the uncommon word para-phainein, 
to appear alongside, makes the coincidence all the more 
striking. 

Finally, Timaeus passes almost insensibly from speak
ing of the· receptacle as chora, place or room, which 
receives all bodies (somata), to speaking of it as the genos 
of place-roughly, the class of place-which receives not 
things but classes of things. It looks very much as if an 
attempt, perhaps bound not to succeed entirely, is being 
made to speak of a way of being that underlies the being 
of body and the being of soul. We must try to see how 
far we can discern the results of this attempt. 

First, however, we must backtrack and notice two 
things about the introduction of the receptacle into 
Timaeus' account. The first is rather obvious. The first 
part of Timaeus' account had dealt chiefly with the things 
fashioned through intellect-through nous. Now the role 
of necessity must be taken into account, since the visible 
whole has come into being. through the persuasion of 
necessity by intellect, so that "for the most part" the 
things coming into being might be led toward what is 
best. Necessity, ananke, is said to have the form of the 
~~errant cause," and as Timaeus' thlnking and ours 
descend into its realm, the realm of mere ''powers'' and 
"traces," we must invoke, not merely the gods in general 
as at the beginning of the first account, but-the words 
are said solemnly, I think-God the Savior (theos soter). 
It is in connection with the confrontation of the possibil
ity of chaos that the receptacle is introduced as a third 
thing in addition to the model and its copy. 

But there is also a second point to be noticed about 
Timaeus' second beginning. We now distinguish in our 
thinking among that which comes to be, that within 
which it comes to be, and the source from which what 
comes to be is born, springs forth. "Is born, springs 
forth" is my translation of phuetai. The verb phuein, from 
which is formed the noun phusis, usually translated "na
ture," means "to beget" or "to send forth shoots." In 
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the passive it means "to be born" and "to grow." With 
the use of this word we are emphatically in the realm of 
what is alive as, we now realize, was not quite the case 
in the first account. For then the two words repeatedly 
used to characterize the activity of the demiurge were plat
tein, to fashion by molding (the source of our word "plas
tic", and sunhistemi, to bring to stand together. We were 
at bottom still in the realm of statue-making. And surely 
we do not forget that the whole "feast of words" to be 
presented to Socrates was animated by Socrates' dissatis
faction with mere statues-he had wanted to see some
thing alive. The dialogue seems to suggest that if we are 
to see something truly alive, the form of the errant cause 
must somehow be taken into account and God the Savior 
invoked. 

Let us return to the receptacle itself. How are we to un
derstand its receiving function? It is said to be a place (to
pas) to provide room (chora). These are rather indefinite 
and neutral words. But the receptacle is also said to pro
vide hedra for all things that have birth. Hedra can be un
derstood neutrally as "place," but its richest as well as 
its quite frequent meaning is "shrine" or "temple." The 
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place provided by the receptacle seems to be a very spe
cial one. Above all, "receptacle" does not seem to be an 
adequate translation for hypodoche, a noun formed from 
the verb hypodechomai. The primary meaning of this verb 
is ''to welcome.'' It is. the word that is used, for exam
ple, in book 14 of the Odyssey when the disguised Odys
seus is said to delight in his heart because the swineherd 
Eumaeus "knew how to give welcome." 

Could this strangest of dialogues be suggesting that our 
world is the sort of "within which" that gives welcome 
to what is born into it; and that there are, as well, souls 
in the world which are able to give still more intimate wel
come to what springs forth? We do after all say such 
things as: "she has a place in her heart for him." The 
muthos or logos presented by Timaeus seems to me to 
come closer than anything else in the Platonic dialogues 
to suggesting that the place we have in our hearts for per
sons and things is the very best place to be, better even 
than the hyperouranios tapas, the super-heavenly place, 
spoken of in the Phaedrus as the abode of the changeless 
originals which truly are. One wonders what the listen
ing Socrates thinks about this suggestion. 
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About Dante's Purgatory 

(To the memory of my mother, Isabel Geddes O'Grady) 

I would like to present some quite fragmentary 
thoughts about Dante's Purgatory and about what the 
purgation of the human spirit might mean, why human 
beings might hope for it and why they might fear it. I 
am very eager to know whether these thoughts make 
sense to you. 

I 

Let me begin with a passage from Augustine's Confes
sions, occurring just before he recounts the moment in 
the garden when he hears a voice "as of a child" invit
ing him to "take up and read' a passage from St. Paul 
that seems addressed specially to him. He reads and "as 
if before a peaceful light streaming into my heart, all the 
dark shadows of doubt fled away". But this is how Au
gustine describes his condition before receiving and 
responding to the invitation: 

What was there that I did not say against myself? With what 
scourges of self-condemnation did I not lash my soul, so that 
it would follow me as I strove to follow you? [All of these 
words are spoken of course to God.] Yet it drew back; it re
fused to go on, and it offered no excuses for itself. All argu
ments [against being a Christian] were used up, and all had 
been refuted. There remained only speechless dread and my 
soul was fearful, as of death itself, of being kept back from 
that flow of habit by which it was wasting away unto death. 

In order to understand something of Augustine's 
paralyzing dread, which only the most definite invitation 
(as Augustine understood it) from God Himself could 

''About Dante's Purgatory'' appeared in the Spring 1986 issue 
of Energeia. 
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overcome, we must understand somethlng of what he 
means by "the force of habit", which is his remarkable 
and bold paraphrase of what St. Paul calls "the law of 
sin". I think he means by habit something very radical, 
something that is perhaps suggested in some words 
spoken by the adulteress-heroine in Graham Greene's 
novel The End of the Affair. Sarah is resisting the renuncia
tions-above all the renunciation of her lover-which she 
is coming to believe God requires of her in fulfillment of 
a bargain into which she entered out of desperation and 
love. She writes in her diary: 

Nothing to do till seven when Henry (her husband) would 
be back. Had a couple of drinks by myself. It was a mistake. 
Have I got to give up drinking too? If I eliminate everything, 
how will I exist? I was somebody who loved Maurice (her 
lover) and went with men and enjoyed my drinks. What hap
pens if you drop all the things that make you I? 

She means, I think, and Augustine means, that what 
arouses dread is not so much the prospect of giving up 
the reliable pleasures for the sake of something less well 
known, nor even the anticipated pain of the straighten
ing of what has been crooked in one's life and one's self; 
but rather the possibility that there will be nothing left 
to mean when I say "I"-the very word will no longer 
have content. What am I, am I anything at all, when 
stripped of the ways of being I have chosen to make my 
own and have somehow placed myself into and taken 
responsibility for in laboring through my life? 

When the human spirit, my very own spirit, has been 
purged of all that is displeasing to God, will there be any
thing left of me?-this most disquieting of questions is 
felt by Dante the pilgrim as well as by ourselves. 

53 



II 

I think it is impossible to understand Dante without 
holding fast to the realization that he insists with equal 
passion on the legitimacy of two fundamental human 
desires: the desire to enjoy the highest good, to be in the 
loving presence of God, to be as full of His grace and light 
as one may be; and the desire to be one's very self. Neither 
of these desires must be sacrificed to the other-this is 
the source of many of the great tensions of the Comedy 
(as well as being the reason, I think, why there is no 
regret, let alone resentment, in a hierarchical paradise: 
Cunizza, for example, within the sphere of Venus, knows 
that she could be a more perfect vessel for God's light 
only by ceasing to be Cunizza-and this she cannot want). 

Because of the properly irreducible duality which Dante 
recognizes as fundamental to humankind's deepest 
desire, the purgation of the human spirit is a complicat
ed matter. But it is also of the greatest importance that 
the journey of Dante the pilgrim does not begin at the 
base of the mount of purgation. If that were so, some cal
culation of cost and benefit might be imaginable: how 
much is one willing to sacrifice for how great a good. The 
fact is, however, that Dante arrives at Purgatory having 
emerged from Hell, having seen with the greatest 
clarity-a clarity none of us, I take it, possesses-what 
the alternative to purgation is. That alternative is unbeara
ble. Therefore purgation is necessary: Dante cannot im
pose conditions or otherwise negotiate; he can only hope 
that at the end of the purgation of his spirit, his "I my
self" will still have some content, and indeed will have 
its most proper content, whose properness is recogniza
ble not only by God but also by Dante himself. 

III 

The alternative to purgation (whether in this life or af
terwards) is Hell. Allow me to digress briefly upon what 
I take to be the principle of the choice for Hell. I think 
that according to Dante's presentation the principle of 
that choice is, above all, the unwillingness to be moved 
by another, to have the source of one's motion outside 
of oneself. That is why the extreme of Hell is sheer frigid 
immobility: those who were unwilling to be moved by 
another are ultimately unable themselves to move; at the 
furthest point from the unmoved mover Who draws all 
beings to Himself, we encounter the unmoved movers 
whose only power-an irresistible power, it seems-is to 
repel. 

It is important to be aware that the unwillingness to 
have the source of one's motion outside of oneself can, 
and often does, assume subtle guises. It is possible to seem 
to be moved by another, by a being outside of oneself, 
while in fact using that other as a mere substratum upon 
which to project one's own fantasies, so that in fact one 
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is being moved by one's own fantasies, and the source 
of one's motion is exclusively and securely within one
self. This appears to be part of the meaning of the dream 
of the siren, the ancient witch, which Dante experiences 
upon the terrace of sloth. 

IV 

I said earlier that Dante as a character in the poem pos
sesses perfect clarity concerning the alternative to pur
gation, and that we do not. But we seem to have some 
clarity about that alternative, and in any case neither 
Dante's submission to purgation nor our own seems com
prehensible as nothing but flight from; there is surely also 
an element of the motion toward. After all, what overcomes 
Dante's final dread of the flames through which he must 
pass is the promise of Beatrice awaiting him on the far 
side. But the elements of flight from and motion toward 
seem to me intimately connected, as I shall try to indi
cate by distinguishing between two aspects of purgation 
of the spirit as presented by Dante. 

The first has to do with the so-called seven deadly sins. 
Of three of these-pride, anger and lust-Dante knows 
himself to be more guilty than he is of the others. These 
sins, or perhaps roots of sin, are surely serious and dan
gerous matters; but one can, after all, do something about 
them. At least within certain limits, willing avails to mor
tify pride, for example, and to restrain at least the out
ward eruptions of anger-one can undertake to practice 
gentleness of speech. 

But to be lost in the dark wood, to come to oneself again 
in the dark wood, seems to involve more than recogni
tion of one's entanglement in particular sinful ways. 
Dante's own heart is not fully healed until at the top of 
the mount of purgation, "the ice that was bound about 
my heart turned to breath and water and with anguish 
came forth from my breast by mouth and eyes". What 
had happened to Dante, above and beyond his particu
lar violations of the conduct proper for human beings, 
is that his heart had grown hard and cold; and he knew 
that; and he knew that he could not, by howsoever heroic 
an act of will-power, undo that hardness and coldness. 
The most he could do-and that was difficult enough
was to sustain his sorrow that it was so, his sadness that 
his heart was no longer capable, as the heart of the young 
boy had been capable, of opening in awe and gratitude 
in the presence of the beauty presented to him in the 
figure of a little girl, and of resolving to be as good as 
he could be so as to be worthy, not indeed to possess 
her, but to be in the world that contained her. Had Dante 
been unable to sustain his sorrow over the growing cold
ness of his heart, had he self-distractingly or cynically 
accommodated himself to it, he would have been truly 
dead, and neither the grace of God, nor the graciousness 
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of Mary, Lucy and Beatrice, would have availed him 
anything. 

v 
Let us now finally enter Purgatory with the pilgrim 

Dante. In the first Canto he is perfectly silent. What does 
this silence contain? There must be in it great relief, and 
wonder, and some bewilderment. Above all, there is the 
certain knowledge that Hell must be rejected, and hence 
the way of purgation must be chosen, must be submit
ted to. What will this submission require? Dante first of 
all hears the severe Cato say that although Marcia was, 
in the old mode, the surpassing love in his life, in the 
new mode he is wholly unmoved by her. Whatever Cato 
means by these words, they must be heart-rending for 
Dante to hear. 

When Dante does finally speak, in the second Canto, 
it is to ask Casella, the friend of his young manhood, to 
sing for him "one of the songs oflove which used to quiet 
all my longings, so as to refresh my soul with them for 
a while, which is so spent coming here with my body." 
But Dante prefaces his request in this way: "If a new law 
does not take from you the memory and use of these 
songs." It seems to Dante entirely possible that a new 
law does forbid lovely and, as it seemed, innocent things 
which once brought him consolation and refreshment
and if it is so, the new law must nevertheless be submit
ted to. But what then will be left, not merely of consola
tion and refreshment, but of Dante himself? I thing these 
worries are very much on Dante's mind, as they may be 
on ours, and they are hardly alleviated by Cato' s sharp 
rebuke, castigating delight in song as blamable 
negligence. 

Well, it requires the presentation of Paradise itself be
fore Dante and we can even glimpse the aliveness, the 
richness and fullness of personality, the being more my
self than I have ever been before, enjoyed by the spirits 
whose purgation has been completed. But there are two 
moments within Purgatory itself that I should like to in
dicate briefly as bearing upon our hopes and fears in this 
matter. 

The first occurs in the second Canto. As the thousand 
souls disembark from the angel-piloted ship, they sing, 
all together with one voice, In exitu Israel de Aegypto, 
"when Israel went out of Egypt", a hymn of liberation 
and deliverance. And, Dante expressly tells us, they sing 
"all that is written after of that psalm". Let us listen to 
a few more words from this hymn (Psalm 114) which 
Dante heard: 

The mountains skipped like rams, the hills like young 
sheep-Why, mountains, do you skip like rams, and you, 
hills, like young sheep? Dance, 0 earth, at the presence of 
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the Lord, at the presence of the God of Jacob, who turned 
the rock into a pool of water, the granite cliff into a fountain. 

There is in these words heard by Dante the promise that 
in the delivering, liberating, purging action of God there 
comes to pass the greatest and most joyous enlivening of 
all his creatures-submission, still less renunciation and 
loss, are very far from being the final moment. 

VI 

And yet as we read the end of the Purgatory-the se
cond moment to which I wished to call attention-we can
not help but feel a heart-rending sense of loss: "But Virgil 
had left us bereft of him, Virgil sweetest father, Virgil to 
whom I gave myself for my salvation"; and Dante, in 
Eden, weeps. 

I cannot say anything adequate about this moment. But 
I would like to say something about Virgil's words, Vir
gil's poetry, of which Dante has not been left bereft; and 
then, very·shyly, about Virgil himself. 

In the thirtieth Canto, in which is told the re-union of 
Dante and Beatrice and the loss of Virgil, we encounter 
two lines from the Aeneid, the first spoken as it were by 
Dante the poet, the second by Dante the pilgrim. 

The poet in describing the pageant in honor of Beatrice 
tells us that as she approaches "there rose up a hundred 
ministers and messengers of eternal life, who all cried, 
Benedictus qui venis ("blessed are you who come", which 
must be referred to Beatrice despite the masculine gram
mar) and, throwing flowers up and around, Manibus o 
date Iilia plenis ("with full hands give lilies")". The se
cond of these utterances occurs originally in book six of 
the Aeneid, as Anchises speaks ~orrowfully of the early 
death of the beautiful young man Marcellus, his life cut 
short before its full flowering, bringing a sorrow which 
is now overwhelmed by the splendor of Rome's accom
plishments. 

At first glance it appears that by transferring to an oc
casion of rejoicing words originally belonging to an oc
casion of mourning, the Christian poet is correcting the 
pagan poet who knew so well of the tears of things and 
the affairs of mortals that touch the heart: mourning has 
been transformed into joy. But upon reflection we find 
that it is not so simple. For the words "Blessed are you 
who come", that is, "Blessed are you who come in the 
name of the Lord" (Matthew 21-9) are spoken to Christ 
on Palm Sunday as he enters Jerusalem acclaimed by a 
great crowd. That is, they are spoken at the beginning 
of the week of the Passion of Christ, the agony that rev
ealed most fully the depth of the tears of things. The 
Christian poet cannot simply transform or reverse Vir
gil's words-mourning into rejoicing; he must first of all 
deepen them or at the very least-which is not so little
remember them. 
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Now let us turn to the words from the Aeneid which 
Dante the pilgrim utters at his moment of greatest need, 
of greatest awe, bewilderment, and overfullness. As he 
sees Beatrice and once again, for the first time in ten 
years, feels ''ancient love's gret power'', he can find no 
words of his very own, no words originating with him. 
But he needs words, and words are available, from Vir
gil: "Not a drop of blood is left in me that does not trem
ble; I know the marks of the ancient flame." 

"I know the marks of the ancient flame" -the words 
are Dido's as she comes to realize that the part of her that 
died with the death of Sychaeus is coming to life again 
in the presence of Aeneas. That the story which comes 
out of this experience turns out painfully is immaterial 
here; what matters is the experience itself, an experience 
which has befallen men and women in all times and 
places, and which once upon a time was tenderly and 

. truly understood and put into unforgettably beautiful 
words. That true and unforgettable words had once been 
found for such an experience, and that, through the 
loyalty and devotion of Dante they were not forgotten, 
had the result that in the most overwhelming moment 
of his life, Dante did not have to live wholly out of his 
own resources. It is true of course that the pilgrim Dante 
must make Virgil's words his own: Virgil's Latin becomes 
Dante's Italian. 

VII 
I cannot close without trying to say something about 

the loss of Virgil himself at the peak of the mount of pur
gation, whatever may be the consoling power of the 
knowledge that we do not lose his words. Of the distress-
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ing question of the destiny of the "virtuous pagans" 
much could be said, and the least that should be said is 
that their apparent exclusion from the presence of God 
seems to have been as distressing for Dante as for many 
of us-he returns to it again and again, finally in the 
heaven of Jupiter, the sphere of justice, where his ques
tion about the possible salvation of those who know not 
Christ receives a negative answer theologically but an af
firmative answer empirically: the pagan Ripheus, an ob
scure figure in the Aeneid who is said in that poem to be 
the most righteous of the Trojans, is encountered by 
Dante in Paradise. 

The only suggestion I have to make about this matter 
is the following. I think Dante would have been very 
grateful for, and would have made good use of, a cer
tain speculation of the astronomer Johann Kepler. Tradi
tionally, of course, Christ is thought of as the mediator 
between man and God, as occupying a sort of in-between 
position. Kepler suggests an image complementary to this 
one in his discussion of the regions of the world. There 
are three of these, he says, corresponding to the three 
Persons of the Trinity by way of a "divine symbolizing." 
In the center is the sun, symbolizing the Father. The 
sphere of the fixed stars symbolizes the second Person, 
Christ; and the region in between, which of course in
cludes the earth and its denizens, is pervaded by the Holy 
Spirit. Thus it is we human beings who occupy the in
between position, our lives centered in the Father and 
contained by Christ; or as Kepler puts it more fully, 
"formed, contained and terminated" by Christ. Or, as 
St. Augustine says near the beginning of the Confessions, 
quoting the 139th Psalm which speaks to God: "If I 
descend into hell, you are present." 
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A Way to Think about Dark Times 

I have been asked to talk about dark times, about the 
darkness of the times in which we live. I shall try to do 
that, but it seems to me that, being who I am, for better 
and for worse, I can only indirectly carry out what has 
been asked. A sign of that indirectness, which I hope will 
not dismay you, is that I shall present what I have to say 
in the form of reflections on brief passages from four 
books, the most recent of which was written about seven 
centuries ago. But I shall try very hard to make myself 
understood and I hope that some good may come from 
our being together. 

From the Iliad of Homer, composed more than 2500 
years ago, I wish to talk about what it means for one hu
man being to offer another as much time as he needs; 
from the Confessions of St. Augustine about what it me
ans to be faithful to that original care for one's own well
being which seems to be a part of each of us; from Dante's 
Purgatory about the sort of weeping that might be 
redemptive and about how one can keep intact one's ca
pacity for that sort of weeping; and finally from the 
Gospel of St. John about why it might be that if all the 
deeds done by Christ were to be written down, the world 
itself could not contain the books that would be required. 

I would like to begin with a moment in the Iliad because 
that book seems to me to be very much about time. In 
pondering the assignment to speak of living in dark times, 
I had to ask myself what it would be like to live in bright 
times. And it occurred to me that the difference between 
dark times and bright times might not be the most im
portant difference, just as Achilles, the beautiful young 

"A Way to Think about Dark Times" was originally delivered 
at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro. It was pub
lished in the Spring 1986 issue of Energeia. 
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warrior who is the hero of Homer's poem, comes to his 
proper wisdom when the choice which had always 
seemed so important to him-a long life versus a short 
life, much time versus little time-comes to be replaced 
by the difference which depends not upon choice, but 
rather upon a sort of grace. I shall try to explain what 
I mean. Because of a certain prophecy, Achilles believes 
he has a choice between a brief life of unforgettable glory 
or a long, undistinguished-though not unhappy-life. 
He broods much over this choice and is greatly confused. 
Then his dearest friend is slain in war and he is impelled 
into action of a despairing and merciless sort. He slays 
scores of men and even does battle against a mighty river. 
He finally slays Hector, the slayer of his friend. In his rage 
he drags the body of Hector on the ground behind his 
chariot, around and around the camp, every day for 
twelve days. But the gods Apollo and Aphrodite protect 
Hector's body, and the natural outcome does not 
ensue-Hector's body is preserved rather than being mu
tilated beyond recognition. Finally on the twelfth day 
Priam, who is very old, the father of Hector, comes to 
Achilles to ask for his son's body so that a proper funer
al might be celebrated, with ritual lamentation and the 
feasting of a great feast. Achilles and Priam weep 
together, Achilles now for his own father, now for his 
dead friend, Priam for his dead son. Their tears some
how form one stream and are indistinguishable. 

Achilles, moved by the beauty of Priam, grants his 
request-he is willing to restore the body of Hector. 
And-this is the one act of divine grace which takes place 
within the Iliad-there is a body to restore, not a form
less mutilated obscenity which would break Priam's heart 
to see, but the body of Hector, young and handsome. 
Reconciliation takes place within the Iliad because Achilles 
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has been given enough time, as much time as he needs. 
At no earlier moment would he have been capable of tran
scending his rage and despair. Had Priam come earlier 
his petition would have been futile. But if the gods had 
not, contrary to all rational expectation, preserved the 
body of Hector while Achilles was enduring and labor
ing through his rage, if divine grace had not secured har
mony between the requirements of Achilles's inner time 
and the requirements of the world-time which men 
share, Achilles would have had nothing to offer Priam 
except regret, and the most beautiful moment within the 
Iliad, from which light streams upon all of the darkness 
and bitternesses of the poem, would never have occurred. 
Homer writes: 

But when they had put aside their desire for eating and drink
ing, Priam, son of Dardonos, gazed upon Achilleus, wonder
ing at his size and beauty, for he seemed like an outright 
vision of gods. Achilleus in turn gazed on Dardanian Priam 
and wondered, as he saw his brave looks and listened to him 
talking. 

Achilles has been given-graciously, independently of 
any claims he might have-enough time, and he knows 
it. Anyone who has experienced being given enough 
time-and part of that experience seems to be a power
ful sense of how easily things might have gone otherwise, 
how likely it is for one to be given not quite enough 
time-the question of much time versus little time, of a 
long life versus a short life, cannot seem very important. 

Thus Achilles asks Priam how long he will need to 
mourn and bury his son. Priam says twelve days and ex
plains why. Achilles grants him twelve days-he will hold 
back the war for that long. Achilles, having himself been 
given time, gives Priam enough time. This is Achilles' 
imitation of the gods, his truly god-like act within the 
Iliad. And it seems to me that for us too, it is utterly im
portant to give people as much time as they need, to let 
them tell us just how much time that is, and to under
stand that clear reasons cannot always be given for need
ing just that amount of time. But I do not think that many 
of us-I leave out of account a few great souls among 
us-are capable of giving another time unless we our
selves have, in one form or another, had the experience 
of being given, beyond any fair claims we can make, and 
contrary to all rational expectation, enough time. 
However dark our times may be, I do not think that such 
experiences are altogether impossible for us. And when 
they do befall us, surely gratitude requires that we make 
available to another, as graciously as may be, what has 
been made available to us. 

Let me now turn to the Confessions of St. Augustine, 
a book written about 1500 years ago. The title Confessions 
means something different from what we might suppose. 
For Augustine, the proper subject of confession is the 
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goodness of God. But God's goodness is shown not only 
in the deep-down, always-present goodness of His cre
ation, but also in the mercy He shows to sinful man. 
Hence to acknowledge and praise God's goodness in
cludes acknowledging and praising His mercy, and that 
requires that the occasions of that mercy, the sins and 
sinfulness of our lives, be set forth. That in turn requires 
a travelling through memory. This is what Augustine 
does in his Confessions: he presents himself in his needi
ness in order to present God in His graciousness and to 
give Him praise for His graciousness. According to Au
gustine, this praise is not so much our duty as it is our 
deepest delight, the delight for which we were made. 

I would like to consider with you something Augustine 
says about himself as a young child. He finds something 
wonderful in that child, something altogether worthy of 
praise. That something is no achievement of the child, 
nor any potential for achievement, but rather something 
wholly God-given: it is, Augustine says, "a care for my 
own well-being" which shows itself, among other ways, 
by the fact that "I shunned sadness and dejection." 

This may seem strange to us. We are accustomed to say
ing and perhaps thinking that it is a matter of course for 
each of us to care for himself-"to take care of number 
one," as we sometimes say-the only surprising thing
perhaps even a miracle-being that occasionally we also 
care for other people. But for Augustine the most difficult 
thing in the world is to care for our own well-being, or 
more precisely, to be faithful to that original care for our 
own well-being with which God endowed us in the be
ginning, to go on caring for our own well-being, to go on 
shunning sadness and dejection. The reason is that we 
grow weary, feel worn-out, are bewildered and embar
rassed as we attempt to sustain the care for our own 
well-being. We long for rest. Not that Augustine thinks 
we ought not to long for rest. He says to God: "Our 
hearts are restless until they rest in Thee." But until that 
most proper rest comes to be, the human task is to be 
faithful to the original restlessness and to the original care 
for our own well-being from which it springs. 

Augustine does not praise himself in the Confessions, 
one reason being that he knows the great power of what 
he calls "the passion for self-vindicationrr, that is, not 
merely pride in the sense of having too high an opinion 
of ourselves, but rather the awesome passion to vindi
cate ourselves when accused, whether by others or by 
ourselves. Augustine does not suppose that this passion 
within him needs any help from him. But if he were to 
praise himself, to find something praiseworthy in his 
life-achieved with the help of God of course but still 
achieved by Augustine-it would be for being faithful 
through many years to his own restlessness, for sustain
ing, in the face of so many temptations to come to some 
false settlement, to some false peace, that restlessness 
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which so wearied him. 
From the point of view of the Confessions, written when 

he was about forty-five, he writes of himself in his thirty
first year, fully the thirteenth year of his most earnest 
searchings for a truth in which his heart and mind could 
find genuine rest-that is, the thirteenth year of what we 
so easily refer to as an u adolescent religious crisis." He 
writes of how weary he was, and how embarrassed
how embarrassed, since he had been making such a fuss 
about his own well-being for so long a time, instead of 
getting on with the practical business of life (he was, af
ter all, a Roman). But he held out in his weariness and 
his embarrassment until, as he recounts it, he received 
a true invitation from the true God. And then he said yes. 

Now let me turn to a passage in the Divine Comedy. 
There is a certain story told to Dante by a soul in Purga
tory which I would like to tell you. But first I must say 
a few words about how Dante thinks of Purgatory. The 
souls in Purgatory-every one of them-will one day be 
in Heaven with God and each will be filled-in the meas
ure possible for each without his ceasing to be himself
with light and joy. But first-and this is what Purgatory 
is for, according to Dante-a kind of patience is neces
sary, and a coming to understand the ways in which our 
lives have been perverse, and an attempt-for once, hap
pily, an attempt which is bound to succeed-to straight
en out what has been crooked in them, not because other
wise God could not stand the sight of us, but because 
otherwise we would be simply ashamed and bewildered 
and miserable in the presence of God. The straightening 
out of what has been crooked in our lives-in us-is pain
ful, but it is pain which the souls in Purgatory do not wish 
to avoid. 

Now let me recount to you the story which one of the 
souls in Purgatory tells Dante. His whole life, he says, 
or almost his whole life, had been full of violence and 
hatred, of hating and being hated. He met his death hunt
ed down by his enemies, who wounded him and drove 
him into a swamp, where as he lay dying he saw pools 
of his blood form alongside him in the stinking water. 
He was alone and there was no one, even far away, who 
loved him. The moment before his death he shed a tear. 
The devils came to take him away to Hell. But angels 
came who would not permit them. The devils were furi
ous at the unfairness of it: "On account of one little tear 
(una lacrimetta in Dante's Italian) we are deprived of what 
is rightfully ours," they shriek, "What is one little tear 
against a whole life-time of violence and hatred?" But 
the angels are firm, and the soul goes to Purgatory, to 
prepare itself for the presence of God. 

I want to reflect with you upon that one little tear, so 
strangely powerful. First, I think it must be not merely 
a tear of self-pity, of feeling sorry for oneself-! think 
some wider sorrow must be in it, some sorrow for hav-
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ing offended God or having offended against the beauty 
of His creation or some sadness at having betrayed things 
one shouldn't have betrayed. But I am not so sure that 
there may be nothing of self-pity in it. It would be 
strange, after all, and perhaps perversely prideful, to see 
and sorrow over the deep sadness of the world-the 
"tears of things", as Virgil says-and to exempt oneself, 
to stand above that sorrowful world and look down upon 
it. No, I do not think that self-pity-of which we so often 
speak harshly-must be excluded from that tear, although 
of course much more must also be included. 

Second, we must be aware that to shed such a tear, to 
shed the right kind of tear, is not an act of will. We can
not heroically, at that final moment, make ourselves do 
it through strenuous exertion. Such a tear comes forth 
or it does not. It comes forth from a heart in which there 
is still some goodness. Here, I think, is where the will 
comes in, where trying hard and struggling come in. Not 
indeed that kind of struggle to be as good as good can 
be, the straggle to be very good. Rather I am thinking 
of human beings in whose lives it is much too late in the 
day to make of their lives a beautiful thing which might 
gladden those who behold them, but for whom the ques
tion is: after so many betrayals of the things I ought least 
to have betrayed, after so many acts of violence against 
what I ought most to have cherished, what difference 
could one more betrayal, one more act of violence, pos
sibly make? What difference could there possibly be be
tween a thousand betrayals and a thousand and one? 
Perhaps I could resist this present temptation to 
betrayal-it would be painful, but perhaps I could do it
but what's the use? What difference could it possibly 
make? And surely tomorrow I shall be guilty of some new 
betrayal. 

What Dante means to say, I think, is that it does make 
a difference: that one moment of fidelity in the midst of 
a thousand betrayals does not indeed make a life into a 
beautiful thing in which men and angels may rejoice, but 
it may be enough to keep somehow intact a heart capa
ble of shedding the right kind of tear when it matters 
most. 

Let me conclude by saying a few words about the final 
sentence of the Gospel of St. John. That sentence says: 
"But there are also many other things which Jesus did; 
were every one of them to be written, I suppose that the 
world itself could not contain the books that would be 
written.'' This makes sense, I think, only if we suppose 
that John does not have in mind only the deeds of Jesus 
during his thirty-three years in Palestine, where of course 
he encountered only a not very great number of souls. 
Rather, John must mean that every soul that has ever 
been in the world or ever will be encounters Jesus in one 
guise or another, knows him by one name or another, 
responds, however obscurely, to his invitation. And I 
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thlnk it is not blasphemous to speak of these deeds of 
Jesus as being not only for our rescue-although surely 
it is right for us to think of them in this way most of the 
time-but also for his own fullness and therewith for the 
fullness of the creation. For we must take seriously his 
being a person. And of myself as a person I know that 
there are some things in me which are brought out-and 
in some mysterious way even called into being-only by 
a certain friend, other things brought out only by another 
friend. The loss of a friend is the loss of a part of me. As 
Jesus issues his invitation in as many ways as there are 
souls in the world, the creation comes fully into its own. 

These words may sound to you outrageously serene 
coming from one who was asked to speak about the dark
ness of our dark times. Surely an urgent and bewildered 
sense of our need for rescue, and painful doubts about 
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the very possibility of rescue, its availability in any com
prehensible way, are among the deepest parts of our ex
perience here and now. But I wonder whether there are 
not moments in the experience of each of us in which we 
can somehow sense the truth of these words spoken by 
Wisdom, that is, somehow, by Christ: "I am from eter
nity, and before the earth was made I was with Him form
ing all things, and was delighted every day, playing at 
His feet at all times; playing in the world. And my 
delights were to be with the children of men." 

How such moments-moments in which the world 
seems a deeply innocent place-are to be put together 
with the dark moments is very hard to say-it is surely 
beyond my power to say-but not to give voice to them 
at all seems to be a lie. 
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Sadness and Courage 

I have been asked to speak briefly about some tradi
tional understandings of courage. In trying to do that, 
I shall present, quite selectively and impressionistically, 
thoughts from the writings of four thinkers in our tradi
tion: the Greek Aristotle, who lived more than twenty 
centuries ago; the Italian Dante, who lived about seven 
centuries ago; and then from the sixteenth century, the 
Spaniard Cervantes and the Englishman Shakespeare. 
These thinkers belonged to very different cultures, very 
different situations of time and place, but their thoughts 
about courage seem to me profoundly to belong together. 
I hope very much that the bookishness of my approach 
will not prevent you from recognizing the experiences of 
human beings in the world that I shall be attempting to 
point to. 

Aristotle in his Ethics speaks of courage primarily as it 
shows itself on the battlefield. This does not, I think, 
mean that he supposes that the courage of soldiers is the 
highest or truest form of courage; rather he supposes that 
in this form certain properties of courage, always and 
everywhere, are visible with special distinctness. We 
speak of courage in a great variety of contexts, but in do
ing that we often use metaphorically language that be
longs primarily to the experience of warriors in battle-the 
language of withstanding attack, enduring the 
prospect-which is terrible, full of terror-of wounds and 
ultimately of death, the language of holding one's ground 
rather than running away or evading, of continuing to 
press forward even though one's intactness, one's being 
intact, has already been violated and greater violation is 
likely or even certain. 

"Sadness and Courage" was delivered at the University of 
North Carolina at Greensboro. 
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In any case, I should like to stress three points in Aris
totle's analysis of courage. First, the brave man endures 
the terrors and dares the deeds of courage for the sake 
of what is noble. This means, to begin with, that the will
ingness to suffer violation of one's intactness-the loss 
of a hand, or a power of doing something, or a consol
ing and sustaining view of the world, or one's very be
ing alive-is not ultimately for the sake of something 
outside of oneself-so that a cause might prevail, or so 
that one might be praised by others or escape their 
blame-but for one's own sake, for the sake of a deeper 
intactness of the self which would be shattered by flight 
from other terrors. But one cannot, according to Aristo
tle, finally understand courage as the exchange of terrors 
for terrors, as if the flight from ultimate violation of the 
self assumed the guise of willingness to suffer other vio
lations. For the being intact, the being unbroken, of the 
self is not merely defended in the courageous act-it is 
affirmed unconditionally and thereby brought fully into 
being. The self in its integrity, its wholeness, shines forth 
in radiance and splendor. By "the noble" -to kalon in 
Greek-Aristotle means something very much like "the 
beautiful," and the beauty he has primarily in mind is 
the beauty of the integrity of the self. 

Aristotle's analysis makes clear, in the second place, 
that courage does not decisively depend upon natural en
dowment. In particular, Aristotle knows that some hu
man beings are more spirited than others, more 
impetuous, more given to powerful surges of feeling that 
incite to action. But this is not courage. Again, some hu
man beings are endowed with optimistic imaginations, 
others with pessimistic imaginations. This also must be 
distinguished from courage. Courage for Aristotle is 
roughly what we would call an act of the will, of which, 
ultimately, those who are not impetuous and those whose 
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imaginations are wholly pessimistic are just as capable 
as those whose natural endowment is more encouraging. 
It is not quite right, however, to speak of courage, in 
Aristotle's understanding, as an act of will. Rather he 
speaks of a habitual disposition in choosing, by which 
he means to emphasize the wonderful fact that in choos
ing to do a brave deed now, I not only accomplish the 
deed itself, but I am also making myself into a person 
for whom it will be less difficult to do another brave deed 
later. 

But Aristotle's final remark about courage in the Ethics, 
his book about happiness, makes clear that it is never easy 
to be brave. This is what he writes; 

The death or wounds that courage may bring will be painful 
to the courageous man~ and he wil1 suffer them unwillingly; 
but he will endure them because it is noble to do so, or be
cause it is base not to do so. And the more a man possesses 
virtue as a whole, and therefore the more happy he is, the 
more he will be pained by the prospect of death; for to such 
a man life is worth most, and he stands to lose the greatest 
goods, and knows that this is so, because he chooses nobili
ty in struggle over the sweetness of his good life. 

Aristotle knows that even and especially for the best 
human beings it is difficult to do brave deeds; he also 
knows that it is painful for the communities to which 
these human beings belong to behold their heroes as they 
face their greatest tests, not because they fear that their 
heroes may fail, but because they have some sense of the 
awesome cost of their hero's victory. 

Now let us turn from what, superficially speaking, can 
be called the pagan world, to the Christian world, to 
Dante's Divine Comedy. I shall try to suggest something 
of Dante's understanding of the possibility of warrior
saints. In his journey through the three worlds of Hell, 
Purgatory, and Paradise, Dante's encounter in Paradise 
with the souls in the sphere of Mars, named after the Ro
man naming of the god of war, seems especially signifi
cant within the poem as a whole. (I must remark 
parenthetically that Dante's paradise is hierarchical
some ways of being are placed higher than others-and 
as an image of this Dante ascends through the visible 
heavens, encountering souls within each of the planetary 
spheres in turn: thus the superiority of Mars to the sun 
reflects the superiority of suffering wounds for the sake 
of the truth, to merely knowing the truth by rational me
ans.) There are various signs of this special significance, 
but the most important is that here, in the 81st of the 
Comedy's 100 cantos, for the first time Dante beholds, in 
a momentary vision, Christ Himself. This is not easy to 
understand. That Venus, the pagan goddess of passion
ate love, can be baptized, can become Christian, is 
perhaps understandable. But how can Mars be baptized? 
Does not the Sermon on the Mount, with its injunction 
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to turn the other cheek, decisively oppose this possibili
ty? For after all, the warrior-saints not only endure 
wounds for the sake of the truth-they also inflict 
wounds, and even death. 

I cannot here consider the claims of Christian pacifism, 
which surely must be taken utterly seriously. But perhaps 
we can learn from Dante's description of what he sees 
on Mars something about the way in which a Christian 
warrior might understand his own use of violence in in
flicting wounds. 

First, against the ruddy background of the red planet 
itself, Dante sees a shining white cross. Moving against 
the background of the cross, wholly within its confines, 
the souls of the saints are seen as brilliant sparkling ruby
like splendors. As these splendors move across and up 
and down, they sing a mighty hymn. Dante reports that 
he was unable to understand the hymn. He says, "I per
ceived indeed that it was of high praise, for there came 
to me the words 'Arise' and 'Conquer,' as one hears 
without understanding." Dante does not claim that he 
can understand the words to a hymn appropriate to war
rior saints, to human beings who, held within the pure 
white light of the cross, are willing to endure wounds and 
to inflict them. But he tells us that he has heard snatches 
of that song and that by this hearing "I was so moved 
to love that till then nothing had bound me with so sweet 
a chain." 

Finally, Dante reports that at a certain moment the cross 
of white light and the ruby-like sparklings in motion 
upon it "flamed forth Christ." The pagan hero Achilles 
wants his deeds of valor to show forth his own image, 
not that of someone else-no other face may conceal his 
own. But for the Christian perhaps it may not be so, be
cause deeds of valor involve the inflicting of wounds as 
well as the suffering of them, and the inflicting of wounds 
has become, with the Sermon on the Mount, radically 
problematical. 

What I think Dante means is that a Christian can draw 
his sword against an enemy only because he knows that 
not only his own suffering of wounds, but just as much 
his enemy's suffering of wounds inflicted by him, can 
be transformed into participation in the sacrificial suffer
ing of Christ which takes away the sins of the world. His 
own suffering, and that of his enemy, can be so trans
formed only if he and his enemy will that it should be. 
But the very awareness of this possibility includes the 
awareness that one's enemy-a real eneffiy, since there 
are real issues in the world, and real contests-is ultimate
ly one's brother, for whom Christ died as for oneself. 

Now let me turn from viewing courage in the perspec
tive of the suffering of wounds in the sense of trauma (the 
ancient Greek word for wound), to courage seen in the 
perspective of the undramatic heavy sadness that per
vades so much of our lives. I have in mind Thomas Aq-
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uinas' definition of the virtue of perseverance, 
understood as a part of the virtue of courage. Persever
ance is "a habit of the mind whereby a man stands stead
fastly, lest he be moved from what is virtuous by the 
assault of sadness." Accordingly, I shall talk a little about 
courage in relation to discouragement, the experience of 
being disheartened. I shall do this with reference to Don 
Quixote as Cervantes presents him, and Prospera and 
Miranda as Shakespeare presents them in The Tempest. 

Don Quixote seems to me to be the right hero for a 
world in which many of the most important truths are 
of such a sort that now you see them, now you don't. 
Courage is what you need when you're not seeing them. 

Don Quixote has great contempt for the demand all of 
us are tempted to make, the demand that I should not 
be required to risk myself for the sake of any truth that 
is not evident to me in a constant way. Only truths-for 
example, the truth of mathematical propositions-which 
are of such a sort that whenever I want to I can bring them 
before my eyes and have my assent compelled by their 
indisputable evidence, can be the proper basis for 
action-so runs the argument against which Quixote does 
battle. 

But what of those moments, which happen when they 
happen, which cannot be summoned or conjured, in 
which the world convincingly appears as a place in which 
brave and courteous deeds can be dared and have a 
chance-needless to say, not the certainty-of succeed
ing, in which the vision of a beautiful lady can inspire 
the desire to become worthy of her praise? What of these 
moments indeed? say the evil enchanters, whose power 
in the world is very great, according to Quixote. The en
chanters say: We can render these moments perfectly am
biguous. First, we will not allow you many of them-most 
of the time the world will have a very different look for 
you, so that your task will be to be faithful, in the midst 
of the greatest ambiguity, weariness and distraction, to 
the remembered moments in which the world was visi
ble as a place in which chivalry is not ridiculous. But this 
fidelity is the hardest thing in the world-not only are 
you unable to make yourself see the world now as it ap
peared then, not only does the remembered moment lack 
the power to transfigure the dullness of the present world 
in any immediate way, but the remembered moment may 
lack the power even to hold its own, stand its ground. 
After all, maybe the vision itself was sheer delusion. Or 
maybe everything has been transformed, enhanced, ex
aggerated in memory. Are you sure you remember ex
actly how the world looked when it seemed a possible 
place for your dreams? To contend against such doubts, 
and the weariness they bring, and the dull sadness that 
grows out of that, human beings need, according to Quix
ote, the greatest and most resourceful courage. And I 
think we can acquire, from the example of Don Quixote, 
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as well as from other sources, some of the resourceful
ness and versatility that is required for doing battle 
against evil enchanters. 

Finally, let me speak briefly of Prospera and Miranda, 
father and daughter, in Shakespeare's Tempest. The ac
tion of the play takes place on an island, and it is not quite 
clear how the island is related to the mainland on which 
we seem most of the time to live. But the Tempest seems 
true to me, and very important. I don't know whether 
the external way in which I shall have to speak of what 
happens in the play will be of any use at all. But I shall try. 

Because of a strange conspiracy of circumstances
chiefly an apparent storm and an apparent shipwreck
Prospero has come to have power over men who 12 years 
earlier committed great injustice against him. By various 
artful and magical devices he creates an order in which 
each person whom the tempest has brought to the island 
has his proper place. There are several incurably wicked 
characters, for whom no change of heart, no repentance 
is possible-they are brought to vivid and effective aware
ness that they are subject to higher powers, that they can
not work their unchangeably wicked wills with impunity. 
There is another character-Alonso-who is capable of 
change of heart, who repents and, full of contrition, 
hopes for forgiveness. And forgiveness is somehow 
granted. But the ultimate context of the play is not the 
world of sin and repentance, and of forgiveness as the 
highest object of human hope. That world would be the 
ultimate context if the Fall were the beginning. But it is 
not. The deep-down indestructible goodness of the cre
ation is the beginning-God looked upon all he had creat
ed and, behold, it was very good. And so, to be truthful, 
Prospero must lead this company of sinners, impenitent 
and penitent alike (Prospero himself, as well as Alonso, 
being a penitent sinner) to see his daughter Miranda, 
whose name means "she who is to be wondered at, ad
mired, astonished by." Miranda is a young woman of 
15, whose goodness, in boldness and in shyness, we have 
seen throughout the play. Prospera leads the company 
to the shelter in which she is playing chess with the young 
man she is to marry. And then the unveiling of Miran
da, her revelation, takes place-the company of sinners 
can and must see the ultimate context in which their own 
sinfulness-penitent or impenitent-has come to be. That 
context is the inexhaustibly fresh, deep-down beauty of 
the creation. 

But something even more important takes place. Miran
da herself, who has seen only two human beings before 
now, looks upon this all-too-human company and says 
that she beholds a brave new world. Her father says, 
'''Tis new to thee.'' Prospera does not mean that Miran
da is naive or inexperienced and will soon learn that 
things are very different from how they appear to her. 
Something wholly different is happening here. Not only 
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is the original goodness of the creation overwhelmingly 
visible, compellingly visible to all, in Miranda hersell; that 
original goodness is still visible in the world as stained 
by sin, is still visible in the persons of the penitent, and 
even the impenitent, sinners upon whom Miranda gazes. 
Prospera not only looks upon Miranda, but also follows 
her gaze. He cannot see what she sees. But he knows that 
what she sees is there to be seen, is true. And he knows 
that he himsell could, not merely know, not merely as
sent to intellectually, but immediately see this truth, if he 
were as good as Miranda is. But he is not. And he is not 
because he has somehow chosen not to be. 

This is the final sort of sadness I meant to point to~ 
not the kind that comes from living in a world in which 
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the most important truths are of such a sort that now you 
see them, now you don't~but the kind that comes from 
not being able to see at all in any sort of immediate way, 
but merely to assent in one's thinking, distantly; com
bined with the awareness that one would have been capa
ble of seeing, if only one had been better~but one had 
not wanted that badly enough. 

To live with the first kind of sadness, it does seem to 
me that the human virtue of perseverance, as part of the 
virtue of courage, is required. But as for the second kind 
of sadness, I am not sure whether there is any virtue that 
is effective against it. At the end of The Tempest, the last 
play Shakespeare wrote, Prospera says, "My ending is 
despair, unless I be relieved by prayer." 
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The Bible and the Human Heart 

''Create in me a pure heart'' we hear in Psalm 51, tradi
tionally associated with David after the prophet Nathan 
came to him because he had been with Bathsheba. I wish 
to talk about what these words addressed to God might 
mean, and about some of what the Bible teaches about 
the human heart. My reflections are organized into four 
parts: indications regarding the heart in Psalms 19, 51 and 
73; circumcision of the heart as the heart of the Law; the 
suffering servant and the healing of the heart in Deutero
Isaiah; and the relation between time and the purgation 
of the heart in Dante's Purgatorio. 

I. 
Psalm 51 both asks God to create in me a pure heart 

and offers to God my own broken and contrite heart in 
confidence that He will find the offering an acceptable 
sacrifice. Why should one so greatly wish to have a pure 
heart, and why does the offering to God of one's own 
pain avail in the creation of such a heart? 

To the first of these questions, the Psalms give two an
swers which particularly impress me. In Psalm 19, which 
begins "The heavens declare the glory of God" and pass
es without seam into praise of the sweetness of God's 
Law-" sweeter than honey dripping from the comb" (as 
though nothing could be further from the Psalmist's mind 
than to distinguish between a natural creation and a hu
man moral spiritual creation)-the final petition addressed 
to God is that "the words of my mouth may always find 

"The Bible and the Human Heart" was the last lecture Bill 
O'Grady gave at St. John's College. It was given at Santa Fe 
just before Christmas in 1982 and then at Annapolis on Good 
Friday in 1983. It appeared in the Winter 1984 issue of EnerReia. 
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favor in your presence, and the whisperings of my 
heart." One reason, I think, why one would wish great
ly to have a pure heart, and even be willing to undergo 
suffering for the sake of having one, is that inescapably 
one must hear the whisperings of one's own heart, and 
no one could wish to listen all his days to vile 
whisperings-whisperings of jealousy, resentment, 
anger, revenge, whether or not these issue forth into 
overt actions. 

The beginning of Psalm 73 gives a second answer, com
patible with the first. We hear: "The Lord is good to Is
rael; God gives good things to the pure in heart." As the 
Psalm unfolds we realize that these words do not mean 
what we might at first suppose. It is not that Israel is pure 
in heart and that God therefore gives her good things; 
nor that some portion of Israel is pure in heart and to that 
portion God gives good things. In general it is not as if 
God has two kinds of things to give, good things and bad 
things, and gives the one to one kind of human being 
and the other to another kind. Rather, God gives good 
things and nothing but good things to all human beings. 
But it is only the pure in heart who can experience the 
good things God gives to all human beings as good 
things, only the pure in heart who can experience the 
world as it truly is, only they who know what is happen
ing. To become pure in heart, to submit to the purifica
tion of one's heart, is to come into touch with God's 
creation and with his always present, ever contemporary 
action of creating. 

To come into touch with God's creation requires, the 
Psalmist seems to tell us, that we ourselves submit to be
ing created-not merely to having been created, but to 
be being created right now. Thus "create in me a pure 
heart" seems to mean more than "cleanse or purge my 
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heart." It seems to mean: continue to create my heart, 
create it in purity, shape it and reshape it until it is as 
you would have it be. Thus to offer the sacrifice of a 
broken and contrite heart does not mean merely that, in 
quid pro quo fashion, however generously from God's 
side, his response to my sincere contrition is forgiveness 
and loving-kindness; but rather that in offering God my 
broken and contrite heart, in saying yes to the broken
ness and tornness of my own heart I am saying yes to 
his creating of my heart, of me, his creating of me right 
now. It seems that it is not a matter of earning a pure 
heart as a reward by bearing one's pain in fortitude and 
gentleness; rather, to say yes to the creation in oneself 
of a heart whose whisperings are not vile and which can 
experience all that God gives as good-as what it truly 
is-is to say yes to the brokenness and contrition of the 
heart in process of creation: that is simply how hearts are 
created. Why this should be so I do not understand. 
Perhaps we can learn something-not in the way of dis
pelling mystery but in the way of learning to face it more 
sensitively and discerningly-by turning first to a few pas
sages from Deuteronomy and then to certain words from 
Isaiah. 

II. 
For what I am trying to think about, the crucial pas

sage in Deuteronomy is the one that speaks of circumci
sion of the heart. Since our current habit is to pass easily 
from law to legalism, any connection between law and 
our hearts seems strange to us. The matter becomes 
stranger still when we read (Deuteronomy 10:15) that it is 
because God himself has a heart and set his heart on our 
fathers, that there is such a thing as the Law. I think these 
words from Martin Buber about the meaning of the word 
"Torah," not rightly translated, he thinks, as "Law," will 
help us to make a beginning. 

"In the Hebrew Bible, Torah does not mean law, but 
direction, instruction, information. Moreh means not law
giver but teacher. God is repeatedly called this in Old 
Testament texts. 'Who is a teacher like him?' Job is asked, 
and Isaiah promises the future people of Zion: 'Thine 
eyes shall see thy Teacher' ... The Torah of God is un
derstood as God's instruction in his way, and therefore 
not as a separate object. It includes laws, and indeed laws 
are its most vigorous objectivizations, but the Torah it
self is essentially not the law. A vestige of the actual 
speaking always adheres to the commanding word, the 
directing voice is always present or at least its sound is 
heard fading away." 

Let us now hear about the circumcision of the heart: 
"Circumcise your heart then and be obstinate no longer, 
for the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, 
the great god, triumphant and terrible, never partial, 
never to be bribed. It is he who sees justice done for the 
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orphan and the widow, who loves the stranger, and gives 
him food and clothing. Love the stranger then, for you 
were strangers in the land of Egypt." 

To begin to understand what the circumcision of the 
heart might be, let us consider the three verses preced
ing the words I just read: "And now Israel, what does 
the Lord your God ask of you? Only this, to fear the Lord 
your God, to follow all his ways, to love him, to serve 
the Lord your God with your whole heart and your whole 
soul.'' 

I wish to propose four things about this passage: that 
the order of the verbs-fear, follow, love, serve-is seri
ously meant; that fear of the Lord means, to begin with, 
a proper mistrust of the human heart-that is, of my 
heart; that the passage from fear to love depends con
siderably on the right kind of use of and experience with 
our own power of imagination; and that one does not 
have a whole heart or whole soul with which to love any
thing until one has set out on this way which God has 
made available to use. 

As to my first claim: one must begin by fearing God
whatever exactly this phrase may mean, at any rate it is 
not supposed that one should or could begin by loving 
Him. Then, out of fear or something like that, one at
tempts to follow His ways. And then, in the course of that 
attempt, one makes certain discoveries about what is pos
sible in the world, about what is possible for oneself in 
relation to one's fellows. In reflecting on those 
discoveries-and no amazing intellectual gifts are required 
for this reflection to lead where it ought-one comes to 
see what the world is like, and becomes eager to love the 
maker of such a world; comes to see what one's own way 
of discovery is like, and becomes eager to love the mak
er of such a way of discovery. Following His ways from 
fear becomes serving Him from love, and in that passage 
one discovers what it is to have a whole heart and a whole 
soul. 

I proposed earlier that an essential constituent of what 
is meant by "fear of the Lord" is a proper mistrust of 
the human heart. Let me read you another passage from 
Martin Buber, in which what I mean is said wonderfully: 

"The doctrine can best be described as that of grant
ing direction to the human heart. The heart of man-this 
unformulated insight is at the basis of the doctrine-is 
by nature without direction, its impulses whirl it around 
in all directions, and no direction which the individual 
gathers from his world stands firm, each one finally is 
only able to intensify the whirl of his heart; only in trust 
in God is there persistence: there is no true direction ex
cept to God. But the heart cannot receive this direction 
from the human spirit, but only from a life lived in the 
will of God. Hence the Torah has assigned to man actions 
agreeable to God, in the doing of which he learns to direct 
his heart to Him. According to this purpose of the Torah 

WINTER 1986 



the decisive significance and value does not lie in the bulk 
of these actions in themselves but in the direction of the 
heart in them and through them" 

I suggested that of decisive importance for the transi
tion from fear to love is a certain kind of experience with 
imagination. To illustrate what I mean, let me cite this 
passage from Deuteronomy. "]£you are making your fel
low a loan on pledge, you are not to go into his house 
and seize the pledge, whatever it may be. You must stay 
outside and the man to whom you are making the loan 
shall bring the pledge out to you. And if the man is poor, 
you are not to go to bed with his pledge in your posses
sion; you must return it to him at sunset so that he can 
sleep in his cloak and bless you; and it will be a good ac
tion on your part in the sight of the Lord your God. You 
are not to exploit the hired servant who is poor and des
titute, whether he is one of your brothers or a stranger 
who lives in your towns. You must pay him his wage 
each day, not allowing the sun to set before you do, for 
he is poor and is anxious for it; otherwise he may appeal 
to the Lord against you, and it would be a sin for you." 

Such laws as these seem to rest on the recognition that 
our making each other's lives miserable only infrequent
ly stems from sheer malice or greed or vindictiveness. So 
often the injury we cause our fellows stems from inat
tention, from failure of imagination, unwillingness to 
bother to see. The "Law" gives us, among other things, 
practice in bothering to see, in paying attention, using 
our imagination, giving thought to what cannot immedi
ately be seen. And once we have encountered our fel
lows in a truly attentive way, on whatever occasions, we 
cannot so easily-cannot without knowing what we are 
doing, without knowing our right hand from our left
act maliciously, greedily, or vindictively toward our fel
lows; since now they are for us real people, like ourselves. 

Let me add one thought about the importance of a 
directed sequence for the attempt to obey the Law. I shall 
speak for a moment of the New Law, as the Gospel of Mat
thew presents it, that presentation beginning with Jesus' 
words: "Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law 
and the prophets. I have come not to abolish them, but 
to complete them." These words come at the beginning 
of the so-called Sermon on the Mount, culminating, we 
are inclined to say, in the injunction to "turn the other 
cheek." Almost always we use this phrase with tongue 
in cheek, speaking knowingly of its impossibility, as if 
we knew that from experience. 

Let us try for a moment to be more circumspect, or at 
least slower. Several points seem to me remarkable in Je
sus' teaching in this place. First, "turn the other cheek" 
goes beyond "resist not evil." What is enjoined is not 
passivity, non-doing, but an action, an offer: offer now, 
at this moment, the other cheek as well. Second, a very 
specific reason is given: so that you will become children 
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of your father who is in heaven, who makes his sun to 
shine upon the good and the bad, his rain to fall upon 
the honest and the dishonest. I think this means: Every
thing that is in being, including every human being, God 
wishes to be. (One offers the second cheek, after all, not 
to evil in general but to some human being.) As I offer 
my other cheek to the man or woman who struck me, 
I am saying and meaning to him or her not "won't you 
be ashamed of yourself and change your ways?"; not "] 
am so self-possessed as to be superior to this situation, 
hence unprovokable"; but rather "as my father in heaven 
wants you to be, so do !-who am and want to be his 
child-want you to be; and that wanting you to be goes 
deeper in me than my not wanting to be struck by you
as to which I make no calculation or guess about your 
response.'' 

But what I most want to say about this passage I can 
say more clearly and simply with regard to the passage 
that immediately follows it: "Love your enemy and pray 
for those who persecute you." The love one can have for 
one's enemy after praying for him-that is, talking to God 
about him, on his behalf, for him; imagining his good, 
imagining him, and asking God for his good-would be, 
it seems to me, vastly different, deeper, richer, more 
tender, more imaginative, more real, than the duty
enjoined love which precedes and somehow originally 
motivates our praying for him. 

III. 
In the book of Deutero-Isainh there seems to be an

nounced a new way in God's dealing with man. In chap
ter 42 we hear of a servant of God "who does not cry 
out or shout aloud, or make his voice heard in the streets. 
He does not break the crushed reed nor quench the 
wavering flame." It seems that there will be a new in
conspicuousness, gentleness, patience in God's dealing 
with man. 

In chapters 52 and 53 it is powerfully impressed upon 
us that the servant is above all a suffering servant, and 
we hear the awesome words ''in his wounds we are 
healed." I wish to make a suggestion about how we 
might begin to understand these words. I am not con
cerned to identify the suffering servant with Jesus of 
Nazareth, or with another individual human being who 
is still to come, or with Israel as a people. Rather, I am 
concerned to try to understand the suffering servant as 
an illuminating symbol of an ultimate human possibili
ty, a symbol just as comprehensively pertinent as, say, 
the philosopher-king or the pagan hero. That is, I wish 
to ask: what would it be like for us to understand the 
deepest part of our own experience with ultimate refer
ence to one of whom it is said "in his wounds we are 
healed." 
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I should also make clear that I have no theological the
ory of atonement to present. I find it disconcerting that 
these are usually couched in mechanical language-a 
balance must be restored-or in commercial metaphors-a 
debt has been incurred and must be paid by someone es
pecially qualified. I think that in those theories God is 
thought of as being mastered by necessities over which 
surely in truth he himself is master. In any case the text 
of Isaiah makes clear that we must look on as the one who 
is wounded suffers for us and that he must be willing 
that our healing should come through his being wound
ed. It is some human intelligibility rather than cosmic or 
theological intelligibility that we must hope to find. Above 
all, it seems important to try to understand what in us 
is most in need of being healed. 

Let me offer what I can by making this simple begin
ning. About 2000 years ago the rabbi Hillel spoke these 
words: "If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And 
if not now, when? And if I am only for myself, what am 
!?" The first two questions by themselves would seem 
to be merely rhetorical in a hard and cynical way: no one, 
as any fool knows, will be for me if I am not for myself. 
But when we hear the third question-and if I am only 
for myself, what am !?-we realize that the first questions, 
however shyly and mistrustfully, are genuine, even 
desperately hopeful questions. The questioner knows that 
everything would be different-all sorts of extraordinary 
possibilities would have to be considered and maybe even 
tried out-if only I could know that there is someone in 
the world who is for me, who cares about my being as 
deeply and strongly as I care about my being. 

In the 13th century Duns Scotus, the follower of Aristo
tle and still more of St. Francis, wrote in his discussion 
of the human faculty of willing: Amo: Vola ut sis. I love 
you: I want you to be. And what if, loving you, wanting 
you to be as fully as you can be, I come to understand 
that what prevents you from being fully and freely is that 
you are so anxious for yourself, so fearful that unless you 
are forever busy being for yourself, not only will you in
cur all sorts of particular practical disadvantages, but fi
nally you will not be at all, since there is no one else with 
such care for your being as would sustain and nourish 
it and thereby hold it in being. 

Then would not the response of love be: I will be for 
you. I will be for you in a way that is unambiguously visi
ble to you. I will be Jess, so that you can be more, not 
of course because we are competitors, you and I, for some 
limited amount of being, but precisely because the one 
thing that prevents you from coming fully into your own, 
from being all that you can be, is your fear that only your 
own self-assertion maintains and upholds you in being. 
It is that desperate preoccupation from which, above all, 
you need to be healed. And when you have been healed 
from that by beholding the willingness with which I ac-
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cept my own diminution, my own being made, for your 
sake, Jess-less free and easy, Jess graceful, Jess power
ful, Jess joyful-then you will begin to see that you can 
be for me too, that we were made for each other, that 
the center is neither in you nor in me but between us, 
among us all, and that deeper than the sorrow of 
crucifixion-and I am thinking especially of its daily un
dramatic forms-there is the joy of overcoming the two 
most shameful and finally deadly things for human be
ings, which are aloneness and unfruitfulness: "Unless 
a grain of wheat falls to the earth and dies, it remains 
alone; but if it dies it brings forth much fruit." 

IV. 
I would like to say something finally about how hearts 

might become pure-most especially, might become 
beautiful; and in what way purgation works-especially: 
what is the relationship between the soul that has been 
purged and the times of its life. 

In the 12th Canto of Dante's Purgatorio, the penitants 
receive a blessing from the angel of the terrace of the pur
gation of pride, the first and greatest of the sins to be 
purged. Hear Dante's description of the angel: "Towards 
us came the fair creature, clothed in white, and in his face 
he seemed like a trembling star at dawn." 

It is, I think, for a middle-aged man such as Dante was 
when he wrote this passage, the deepest of sadnesses to 
be aware of how beautiful a creature of God can be-is 
meant to be-and that you are not beautiful, because you 
have made yourself not-beautiful. That one is neverthe
less found acceptable by God is a very great thing, and 
in a way it is enough. But in a way it is not enough. One 
had wanted to be beautiful, to seem to someone else "in 
one's face like a trembling star at dawn." And one still 
wants that, if only there were a way. 

Dante seems to say that there is a way, and that is be
cause hearts are full of time and times. If that were not 
so, purgation would perhaps have to be thought of as 
being like sculpting, so that my heart through my actions 
and willings has come to have a certain shape, a certain 
look, on which the action of purgation must go to work 
as with a hammer and chisel, destroying and removing 
as much of what I have made myself into as necessary 
to reach a presentable shape, so that the great fear of the 
one purged is not so much the painfulness of the chisel
ing as it is that so little of me will be left that I won't any 
longer know what I mean when I say "! Jove" or "I 
praise.'' 

But on the very terrace of the purgation of pride Dante 
presents an altogether different image of how a beauti
ful heart-now, a beautiful life-can contain everything 
that I have in my life made my own. Dante speaks of an 
incomparable divine art able to produce "an image which 
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was not silent" or "visible speech." 
Thus we read (Canto 10) of Mary: "The angel who came 

to earth with the decree of the many-years-wept-for 
peace that opened heaven from its long interdict appeared 
before us so truly graven there in a gracious attitude that 
it did not seem a silent image. One would have sworn 
he heard 'Ave-hail,' for she was imaged there who 
turned the key to open the supreme love, and in her bear
ing she had the word imprinted 'Ecce ancilla Dei' -Behold 
the handmaid of the Lord." 

And then the Emperor Trajan: 
"Depicted there was the glorious deed of the Roman 

prince whose worth moved Gregory to his great 
victory-! mean the emperor Trajan; and a poor widow 
was at his bridle in a posture of grief and in tears. The 
place about him seemed trampled and thronged with 
Knights and the eagles in gold above them moved visi
bly in the wind. The poor woman among all these seemed 
to say 'Lord, avenge me for my son that is dead, for 
whom I am stricken' and he to answer her 'Wait now till 
I return' and she 'My Lord' like one whose grief is ur
gent 'if thou return not?' and he 'He that is in my place 
will do it for thee' and she 'What shall another's good
ness avail thee if thou art forgetful of thine own; he there
fore 'Now take comfort, for I must fulfill Dante concludes: 
"He [God] for whose sight nothing is ever new wrought 
this visible speech, new to us because it is not found here." 

Now, I find two things in this passage very remarka
ble. The first is the notion of "visible speech" itself, of 
"an image that is not silent." For what God's art has ac
complished is to bring together a visual image which as 
such gives wholeness and permanence, and speech as 
what is essentially temporal and transient. As St. Au
gustine tells us wonderfully: unless each syllable passes 
away to make room for the next, we would never hear 
the whole statement. And in Dante's imagination God 
has not merely fused the permanent and the transient, 
that which is whole all at once and that whose complete
ness requires sequence and hence passing away; but 
rather He, our Creator, has made us see that the whole 
and permanent image on which we can gaze without mo
tion contains all of motion and time that was important. 
Nothing has been merely chiseled away, removed, des
troyed to reach the final image. 

The second remarkable thing is that although there is 
a very special beauty in the immediate, wholehearted and 
apparently uncomplicated response of Mary to her 
calling-"Hail-Behold the handmaid of the Lord"
Trajan's recalcitrance, wrongheadedness and confusion 
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seem to make an indispensable contribution to the love
liness of his own action of humility in finally 
dismounting-getting off his high horse-to do his sim
ple duty. Surely, more humility was required of Trajan 
in the end than would have been required of him had 
he not collaborated with the widow in "creating a scene." 
In any event, although Mary's unfaltering humility is 
lovely indeed, it seems that Trajan in looking upon the 
image of his own action-his own life-could not simply 
regret his own recalcitrance and wrongheadedness. And 
could he not have been in the image of himself-the im
age of his heart as it finally contained his life-something 
a little like "a trembling star at dawn"? 

Let me close with another reflection about Trajan, who 
seems to be a very important figure for Dante, being en
countered on the first terrace of the mount of purgation 
and again in the 20th Canto of Paradise. There, deep in 
the indescribable beauty and joy of Paradise, Dante is still 
troubled over the destiny of the virtuous pagans. He asks 
about them in the heaven of justice. He receives a dog
matic theological answer, but then is permitted to see the 
presence in paradise of two pagans: the Trojan Ripheus, 
an obscure figure from the Aeneid, said there to have been 
the most just of the trojans; and the pagan emperor Tra
jan, who was (according to a legend in which surely 
Dante did not believe literally) brought back to life on ac
count of the prayers of Pope Gregory who was moved 
by the story of his life. After returning to earth he was 
baptized and thereby made capable of redemption. I think 
the real point of the story lies elsewhere for Dante, and 
that it has much to do with how Dante understands pride. 

For it must be that Trajan accepted his salvation not as 
granted to him as a being apart, in isolation from others, 
"considered in his own right" as we say, but rather as 
a link in a chain, a member in a sequence of human per
sons moving and being moved. For consider: there is the 
widow moved by love of her lost son, then Trajan moved 
by a mother's love; then an eyewitness moved by Tra
jan' s humility and telling the story of that; then a chroni
cler being moved by the story to write it down; then 
Gregory being moved by what he read to pray for Tra
jan; and finally God being moved by Gregory's prayers. 

In this sequence it is difficult to find praiseworthy in
itiatives; what seems praiseworthy, rather, is that each 
member be unwilling to allow a motion of love which be
gan outside of himself or herself to end in himself or her
self. Not to interrupt the motion of love through the 
world-this seems to Dante to be the highest action of 
which the human heart is capable. And to me too. 
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Hegel and Marx: 
Studies in Man's Self-Assertion 

But the great difference between the service of God and the 
service of an idol is that a man who serves God is spiritually 
nourished by grace, whereas the servant of an idol has no such 
nourishment. An idol has no spiritual food to give and no grace 
to send down; it is created by a misguided application of spiritual 
energy, and in its service the soul remains shut up in itself, 
self-centered, with no outlet to superhuman realities. That is 
the fatal side of the worship of false gods. Religious psychology 
remains, only religious ontology is lacking. 

-Nicolas Berdyaev 

Introduction 

There is nothing more fundamental to man's existence, 
situated as it is between being and nothingness, than his 
thirst for absolute being. History indicates, profound art 
reveals, and philosophy must try to explicate two arche
typal ways in which man attempts to assuage that thirst. 
He can assert himself unlimitedly in thought and deed, 
as though he could generate being by the sheer exten
siveness and depth of his mastery over existence, that 
is, over the visible world in which he discovers himself. 
Or he can open himself to divine grace (and, as well, to 
the secular graces whose source is ultimately divine) by 
seeking first, not mastery over existence, but the King
dom of God; by being silent before the mystery of exis
tence (which is no less mysterious than the mystery of 
being itself; how can one speak of God needing crea
tion?); and by seeing in the visible world signs of the 
invisible world which alone is connatural to man's thirst 
for being, as men somehow know even when they appear 

"Hegel and Marx: Studies in Man's Self~ Assertion" was writ
ten at Notre Dame in 1966. 
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to be most obsessed with mastering the visible world. 
It is the assumption of this essay that in the main 

modern man is following the way of self-assertion. Natur
ally it would be absurd to suppose that in the pre-modern 
world, in classical antiquity say, there were no men 
whose law of life was self-assertion. The resemblance be
tween the position of Callicles and that of Hobbes is regu
larly and rightly remarked. But there is a way in which 
even Hobbes does not adequately articulate the spiritual 
orientation of modern society. For modern society, on the 
level of political organization (whatever Hobbesian en
counters may occur in a-political spheres), has trans
formed the war of all against all into the war of all against 
the One, to use the language of the earliest Greek 
philosophers. This development seems to me to parallel 
exactly the essential difference between the tyrants whom 
Callicles envied and the modern totalitarian regimes, 
namely that the animating impulse of the former is pri
vate avarice (whose objects may indeed be metaphysi
cal, but whose character is nevertheless private), whereas 
the latter aspires precisely to a collective self -assertion vis 
a vis what I can only call, at this stage of the argument, 
the One. 

From this point of view, it will be noticed, the differ
ence between modern totalitarian regimes and those 
modern regimes which oppose them is one of degree 
rather than of quality. (It is tempting to say that the differ
ence is a matter of less or more patience, but that would 
not be entirely fair.) But it would be intolerable not to add 
immediately that the difference in degree is worth spend
ing one's life for and that no man has the right to say 
that there is nothing to choose between a quarter truth 
and a total lie. 

However, there is a way in which the impulse toward 
collective self -assertion at the heart of modern society is 
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effectively concealed by the modern talent for thinking 
and speaking in short-range terms, thereby obscuring the 
presuppositions and implications of our thoughts and 
deeds. That is why it seems to me particularly valuable 
to undertake a study of two such thinkers as G.W.F. 
Hegel and Karl Marx, for they understood and described 
in perfectly explicit ontological terms the nature of the 
modern spiritual enterprise. They understood its nature 
because they realized vividly how radically it conflicts 
with the view of things embodied in classical philosophy, 
which they knew very well, though we have largely for
gotten it (or, if we remember the letter, we can only with 
great effort obtain access to the spirit). 

Hegel and Marx complement each other in a number 
of fairly obvious ways. I would suggest, and this essay 
will elaborate upon, one in particular: the thought of 
Hegel represents a deliberate reversal of the Socratic un
derstanding of the way of the philosopher in the world; 
and the thought of Marx represents a deliberate reversal 
of the Aristotelian understanding of the hierarchy of hu
man activities. Thus Hegel describes philosophy as the 
possession, not merely the love, of truth and asserts that 
its purpose is to announce to man that he is the measure 
of all things; and Marx asserts that man's essentially hu
man activity is neither contemplation nor political action, 
but rather labor, and that man is completely defined by 
his sociality. 

The above remarks stand in need of one important 
qualification, however. We must beware of imputing to 
any thinker, whatever the phenomenal evidence, a deliber
ate closing of his soul to grace, simply because the mys
tery of human personality is impenetrable. Moreover, I 
have taken Hegel and Marx, not as causes of the modern 
spiritual orientation, but as two of its most articulate 
representatives. It follows that we cannot presume to im
pute to modern society en masse a deliberate closing of 
its soul. It sometimes appears that modern man is not 
aware of any alternative to his present orientation, as 
though the Western tradition of twenty-five centuries had 
nothing to say to him; nothing, at any rate, that he can 
understand. Surely the historic failure of Christians to be 
worthy of their vocation, the betrayal of the glad tidings 
by those responsible for the Crnsades and the Inquisi
tion and similar but subtler enterprises, is cause for 
tears-and for petitions of divine mercy. 

In view of these last considerations, the purpose of the 
final chapter of this work is to indicate that the alterna
tive to the modern way of self-assertion is not easy. It 
is not easy personally and it is not easy politically. It is 
tense and exacting. The possibilities of failure are not only 
great, but diabolically subtle. In view of these characteris
tics, my remarks could hardly hope or pretend to be con
clusive. Mainly they are indications of dangers and 
intimations of hopes. In some sense they constitute an 
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agenda, an obviously personal one, and I hope that as 
such they do not obtrude unduly on the reader. But they 
also seem to me to have fairly broad theoretical relevance, 
and so I have presented them. 

I should like to express my gratitude to Professor Ed
ward Goerner, Professor Nicholas Lobkowicz, Professor 
Gerhart Niemeyer and Professor Frank O'Malley, by the 
effects of whose wisdom I have become, in the course 
of this study, a little less foolish. 

Hegel 
This chapter on Hegel has two principal parts. In the 

first I shall consider the significance of The Phenomenology 
of Spirit. In the second I shall propose an interpretation 
of the full course of Hegel's philosophic career, immedi
ately with a view to accounting for the politically reac
tionary character of the thought of his final years, and 
ultimately with a view to raising more general questions 
to which I shall recur in the final chapter of this work. 

I 

The Phenomenology of Spirit, published in 1807, is by gener
al consent the greatest of Hegel's works. It consists in a 
systematic description of the historical progression (which 
Hegel takes to be inevitable both as to content and as to 
order) of stages of consciousness or philosophies lead
ing up to and culminating in Systematic Science. Sys
tematic Science may be characterized as perfect lucidity 
or perfect self-consciousness: its content is precisely the 
review of all philosophies that have preceded it, with a 
realization of their imperfection as successively closer ap
proximations (but only approximations) to Absolute 
Knowledge. 

Absolute Knowledge is the knowledge that Absolute 
Spirit is the truth of all things, in the sense of being their 
end, understood in rather an Aristotelian way. Absolute 
Spirit-this is the key concept-is both the subject and 
the object of a self-consciousness purged of all its acciden
tal or idiosyncratic features. It exists in an individual per
son only insofar as he has the same consciousness of what 
he is doing as every other person can have of what he 
(the other person) is doing. The primary referrent of "Ab
solute Spirit" is an individual person; only secondarily 
and metaphorically does Hegel mean anything "pantheis
tic" by it.' Finally, the three supreme realizations of Ab
solute Spirit, in ascending order of perfection, are art, 
religion and philosophy. 

But the foregoing describes only abstractly what Hegel 
is about. Actually, The Phenomenology of Spirit is one of 
the great intellectual and passional adventures in all of 
philosophic literature. Hegel speaks in his preface of the 
"highway of despair" which Spirit must traverse, of "the 
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seriousness, the suffering, the patience and the labor of 
the negative" to which Spirit is subject. However, it 
seems that these dark words are used rather ironically 
by Hegel, who knows, after all, that all will come out well 
in the end. More appropriate as categories of Hegelian 
interpretation are those proposed by Jacob Loewenberg: 
the histrionic and the comic. 

When Hegel writes in his preface:2 "In my view-a 
view which the developed exposition of the system it
self can alone justify-everything depends on grasping 
and expressing the ultimate truth not as Substance but 
as Subject." he implies that the philosopher who would 
accomplish Systematic Science cannot merely detached
ly regard all the philosophies which have preceded him: 
he must actually impersonate the philosophers who creat
ed the philosophies and must transcenq each in its turn 
as it is about to collapse, leaping to safety an instant be
fore the wagon plunges into the abyss. For all his denun
ciations of German romanticism, Hegel was in this respect 
the weirdest romantic of all. 

Loewenberg further points out that the odyssey of spirit 
in history is essentially comic in Hegel's view. For each 
view of things, necessarily partial (before Hegel), to con
sider itself total, despite having witnessed its predeces
sor's claim to totality exposed as ridiculous, is really 
comical, and rnoreso in measure as the number of cases 
of exposed folly available for inspection increases. With 
the exception of the quite lurid language with which he 
denounces the Terror concomitant upon the French Revo
lution, I think it can be said that Hegel's tone through
out verges on amusement, and in some cases (for 
example, in regard to the yearning of the unhappy cons
ciousness and to Aristophanes' lament that the formerly 
reverenced was now being ridiculed) is pure amusement, 
pure unless tinged with scorn. That, given the inner logic 
of the dialectical method, there can be no total or final 
view, and that Hegel's position is therefore the most com
ical hitherto, is almost too obvious to remark. 

Rather than trying to present a balanced and relatively 
complete account of the content of The Phenomenology of 
Spirit, I shall limit myself to an analysis of four" dialecti
cal moments" in Hegel's argument: his epistemology in 
relation to Kant and Aristotle; the master-slave relation
ship the critique of the Beautiful Soul; and the depictori
alization of Christianity. 

Hegel's epistemology In the first section of Phenomen-
ology, Hegel traces the development of self-consciousness 
epistemologically, from sense-awareness through percep
tual consciousness (where it is perceived not only that 
a thing is there, but also that it has qualities) through 
scientific understanding (against which the Kantian cri
tique, Hegel holds, is valid: the understanding does 
prescribe forms) to self -consciousness as the realization 
that it is the truth of all things. 
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Kant had made the human mind the measure of 
phenomena, in that it prescribed the forms under which 
the sensuous manifold was organized. For Kant. 
however, the thing-in-itself was not measured by the 
mind, indeed was inaccessible to the mind. Hence the 
mind was autonomous (self-legislating, self-normative), 
but subjectively autonomous. Hegel wanted to preserve 
the autonomy of the mind, while overcoming the mere 
subjectivity of its knowledge.' Concerning the allegedly 
inaccessible thing-in-itself, he writes in a famous pas
sage: "It is manifest that behind the so-called curtain, 
which is to hide the inner world, there is nothing to be 
seen unless we ourselves go behind there, as much in 
order that we may thereby see, as that there may be some
thing behind there which can be seen." (p. 212)4 

What is striking in this formulation is that it is not con
tended that the human mind is already and abidingly the 
principle of coherence of the phenomenal world, but 
rather that the phenomenal world lacks such a principle 
and that the human mind ought therefore to supply it. 
Hegel is not making a statement of what he believes to 
be ontological fact; he is issuing a directive, recommend
ing an attitude. Seeing no sign of any other telos in things, 
he will impose one of his own. In a word, there is a 
stronger element of will in Hegel's "idealism" than is or
dinarily recognized. 5 

My immediate interest is to point out how radically 
such an attitude differs from that of Aristotle, to whom 
Hegel is so often facilely assimilated (for example, by 
Findlay and Marcuse). For Aristotle there was as a mat
ter of course something behind the phenomena, namely, 
the first cause on which all existents were radically de
pendent. and which was itself entirely independent of 
human minds. For man to impose his own telos on things 
Aristotle would have thought simply unnatural
everything had its own telos, inunanent in one sense, but 
ultimately defined in relation to the transcendent first 
cause. Also it should be mentioned that although Hegel 
indeed makes much of Aristotle's notion of divine 
thought as thinking about thinking, Hegel construed that 
notion in a sense that would have been incomprehensible 
to Aristotle. For Aristotle the contemplation of God by 
man-though that is man's most godlike possibility-is 
by no means identical with God's self-contemplation, the 
sign of which is that man must strain every nerve to en
gage in contemplation, which he can bear only for a short 
time, since men become Weary, and finally die. 

That we are not behind the curtain of phenomena un
til we insert ourselves there, that we are the end of things 
not by discovery but by imposition, accounts for the 
necessity of the annihilative action of man on man (the 
master-slave relationship) and of man on nature (labor 
as mastery). It accounts, more generally, for the highly 
active character of Hegelian contemplation. Most of all, 
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it explains why "it is clear at the same time that we can
not without more ado go straightaway behind there" 
(i.e., behind the curtain of phenomena)-the question fi
nally is not one of discovering our divinity, but of actu
ally divinizing ourselves, of becoming worthy of our 
Lordship over our own creation. 6 

The Master-Slave Relationship Hegel's primary in-
terest is in the social rather than the epistemological 
dimension of the development of self-consciousness. Still 
the leitmotiv is the desire of self -consciousness to impose 
itself as the truth of the other, in the peculiar form of elicit
ing from the other an acknowledgement of one's exis
tence: ''Self-consciousness exists in itself and for itself, 
in that, and by the fact that it exists for another self
consciousness: that is to say, it is only by being ac
knowledged or recognized." (p.229) But to recognize a 
self-consciousness in Hegel's sense is to recognize that 
it is the truth of all things, including oneself. So accord
ing to Hegel's account, I demand that another self con
form to my self, recognize my self-consciousness as the 
truth of all things. But for him to do so, it seems to him, 
is self-annihilation. (However, he is mistaken-my self
consciousness ultimately coincides with his, all that is ac
cidental or idiosyncratic having been purged or prescind
ed from, so that for my self-consciousness to be the truth 
of all things is also for his self -consciousness to be the 
truth of all things.) Hence, he resists me; death hovers 
over both of us in the ensuing struggle; if one of us sub
mits to the other to forestall death, a master-slave rela
tionship is established. The relationship is mediated by 
nature in the dual sense that fear of nature's death is the 
slave's strongest impulse and that the slave technologi
cally transforms nature for the delectation of the master. 

But the master's conquest is futile: he is recognized as 
an autonomous consciousness by a consciousness whose 
autonomy he does not recognize. At first glance it appears 
that Hegel has revived the ancient and valuable insight 
that a despot is no more free than his subjects. But for 
Hegel the barrier to the freedom of the master is the 
necessarily servile form of the consciousness by whom his 
own consciousness is acknowledged; recognition of some 
sort (eventually and ideally of all by all) is indispensable 
for the true existence of self-consciousness. For the an
cients, contrastingly, the argument had several levels, the 
most obvious of which was that a despot is unfree, but 
the deepest of which was that to need to be ac
knowledged at all is a sign of unfreedom-one most fully 
is, and is therefore most fully free, in relation to the center 
of one's own inner being.' That is why Socrates (in the 
Republic), after conceding hypothetically that by virtue of 
one's possession of the ring of Gyges, one's deeds and 
thoughts might be unknown (or known incorrectly) by 
all save oneself, argues that still one's true quality Gust
ness or unjustness) would be what it was.' 
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At any rate, as Camus points out, the only historical 
function of Hegel's master consciousness is to arouse ser
vile consciousness. Hegel writes of the slave's dialecti
cally necessary liberation: "But as lordship showed its 
essential nature to be the reverse of what it wants to be, 
so too, bondage will, when completed, pass into the op
posite of what it immediately is: being a consciousness 
repressed within itself, it will enter into itself, and change 
round into a real and true independence." (p.237) Hegel 
goes on to say that it is precisely by the activity of labor 
(in the sense of giving form to things) that the slave at
tains to self-consciousness. The thing is an object of his 
consciousness; the thing is in some sense he, since he 
has given form to it; so in being conscious of it he is self
conscious. But his attainment of self-consciousness 
would still be impossible without the master. The rela
tionship between the two conditions (the master and the 
activity of laboring) for the attainment of self
consciousness, hence freedom, by the slave is summa
rized by Hegel: "Without the discipline of service and 
obedience, fear remains formal and does not spread over 
the whole known reality of existence. Without the for
mative activity making the thing, fear remains inward and 
mute, and consciousness does not become objective for 
itself." (p.239) How strange a child must freedom be, 
bastard born of the forced copulation of abject fear in the 
face of the master with unbounded self-assertiveness in 
the face of nature! 

Although it is true that for Hegel labor is one of the 
ways out of slavery, it can definitely be said, contrary to 
Herbert Marcuse,' that for Hegel slavery is antecedent 
to relations of production and property. The primordial 
struggle in Hegel's world is for spiritual prestige; that the 
slave transforms nature at the behest of the master is only 
a sign and consequence of a relationship of prestige which 
is radically spiritual. 

Critique of the Beautiful Soul Despite its initially in-
nocent appearance, the critique of the beautiful soul is 
one of the most politically portentous moments in Hegel's 
system, and a moment which we shall now scrutinize. 

The beautiful soul is so loath to stain itself that it re
fuses to act, but not at all loath, Hegel claims, to judge 
those who do act. It is a form of consciousness for which 
Hegel has the utmost contempt: "It may well preserve 
itself in its purity, for it does not act; it is hypocrisy, which 
wants to see the act of judging taken for the actual deed, 
and instead of proving its uprightness and honesty by 
acts does so by expressing fine sentiments." (p.671) It 
must be remembered in this connection that Hegel is 
reacting against the Romantics (especially Novalis, it has 
been suggested) by whom he found himself surrounded, 
among whom a cultivation of anguished scrupulosity 
seems to have been all too common. But Hegel goes far 
beyond mere deprecation of the excesses of Romanticism, 
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as we can see by attending to his remarks on the beauti
ful soul's criticism of the man of action.10 

Hegel writes: "This process of judging, then, takes the 
act out of the sphere of its objective existence, and turns 
it back into the inner subjective sphere, into the form of 
private or individual particularity. If the act carries glory 
with it, then the inner sphere is judged as love of fame 
... and so on." (p.672) However, Hegel goes on to ar
gue, the inner subjective here is just one aspect of an in
dividual's action, which also has a universal aspect. 
Viewed in its individual aspect, Hegel assumes, any ac
tion is indeed pure sin; but one need not view it in that 
aspect. To view it in that aspect is somehow paltry, 
characteristic of a "moral valet": 

No hero is a hero to his valet, not however, because the hero 
is not a hero, but because the valet is-the valet, with whom 
the hero has to do, not as a hero, but as a man who eats, 
drinks and dresses, who in short, appears as a private in
dividual with certain personal wants and ideas of his own. 
In the same way, there is no act in which the process of judg
ment cannot oppose the personal aspect of the individuality 
to the universal aspect of the act, and play the part of the 
moral valet towards the agent. (p.673) 

How different from the Christian view in which some 
acts are regarded as objectively intolerable, but as possi
bly subjectively innocent (so that full knowledge and in
tent are necessary for sinfulness)! We have really not 
escaped from the world in which innocence is a possible 
attribute only of a stone: a child, insofar as he dresses 
himself idiosyncratically, or in any way has personal 
wants or ideas of his own, is subjectively sinful. And as 
to the objective and universal aspect of an act, Hegel in 
this section makes no differentiations respecting moral 
quality: presumably, at this stage of the dialectic at least 
(and I can think of no important qualifications to follow) 
any action is objectively innocent. Ivan Karamazov's 
''everything is permitted'' receives a double impetus from 
Hegel: how can one make moral discriminations when, 
subjectively speaking, all are guilty; and objectively 
speaking, all are innocent? 

But for the beautiful soul which would deny that all ac
tions are innocent and all motives are guilty (the "cun
ning of reason" is here anticipated by Hegel), Hegel has 
nothing but categorical rejection: "It thereby proves it
self to be a form of consciousness which is forsaken by 
and denies the very nature of spirit; for it does not un
derstand that spirit, in the absolute certainty of itself, is 
master and lord over every deed, and over all reality, and 
can reject and cast them off and make them as if they had 
never been." (p.675) 

Hegel was not Stalin. Stalin seems not to have been 
particularly anxious about metaphysical justifications. But 
it is nonetheless true that Stalin, master and lord over 
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every deed and over all reality, can cause statues to be 
removed from museums, and history books to be rewrit
ten, thereby annihilating those beautiful souls who would 
deny his (and their own) divinity, rejecting them and cast
ing them off and making them as if they had never been. 

The Depictorialization of Christianity It is important to 
recognize the unpolitical, inward-looking content of the 
final stage of Hegel's dialectical journey: art, religion and 
philosophy seem remote from the harsh and deadly real
ities of the Terror11 

We shall not attend to Hegel's survey of the nature
religions of the early East or the artistic religion of Greece, 
but shall notice in some detail his interpretation of Ab
solute or Revealed Religion, i.e., Christianity. In general 
Hegel says of religious consciousness that it has achieved 
the vision of itself as the truth of all things. Thereby the 
religious consciousness has the same content as Hegel's 
own philosophy; only, in religious consciousness, the vi
sion has not yet been purged of pictorial representations 
and hence is not fully universal." 

The purport of Hegel's treatment of Christianity is clear
ly revealed in his discussion of the Incarnation, which 
emphasizes not that fact, but the consciousness' belief 
in it: "The Absolute Spirit has taken on the shape of self
consciousness inherently, and therefore also conscious
ly to itself-this appears now as the belief of the world, 
the belief that spirit exists in fact as a definite self
consciousness, i.e., as an actual human being; that spirit 
is an object of immediate experience; that the believing 
mind sees, feels and hears this divinity. Taken thus it is 
not imagination, not a fancy; it is actual in the believer." 
(my emphasis, p.757) 

Although for Hegel the Christian symbols possess a 
species of truth, they must be transcended, or interpret
ed notionally .13 He is careful to instruct us on how to 
make the transition to philosophy, especially on what not 
to do: "What this self-revealing spirit is in and for itself, 
is therefore not brought out by the rich content of its life 
being, so to say, untwined and reduced to its primitive 
and original strands, to the ideas for instance presented 
before the minds of the first imperfect religious commun
ion, or even to what the actual human being incarnating 
the divine spirit has spoken." (p.764) 

Hegel thus proceeds to interpret Christianity 
philosophically. There are grounds for speaking of a 
Quaternity or Quinity, but he can make philosophic sense 
out of the Trinity: "There are thus three moments to be 
distinguished: Essential Being; explicit self-existence, 
which is the express otherness of Essential Being, and 
for which that Being is object; and self-existence or self
knowledge in that other." (p.767) The Fall is a figure of 
Spirit's loss of innocence, its becoming conscious of good 
and evil. It is difficult to say exactly what Hegel means 
by u good" and u evil". n Good" seems to mean that Di-
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vine Essence and nature are one, which is the case. "Evil" 
seems to mean that Divine Essence and nature are other 
to each other, which is also the case. If we find this situ
ation puzzling, it is due to our addiction to the principle 
of non-contradiction and "to the soulless copula 'is'." 

One more outstanding symbol needs to be translated
the death of God, which, properly interpreted, is cause 
for rejoicing. First, self-consciousness itself has not died, 
only a person: "This self-consciousness does not there
fore really die, as the particular person is pictorially im
agined really to have died; its particularity expires in its 
universality, i.e., in its knowledge, which is Essential Be
ing reconciling itself with itself." (p.781) Moreover, the 
death of the historic God-man \s necessary and entails, 
astoundingly, the death of God Himself, God the Father: 
"The death of the mediator is death not merely of his 
natural aspect, of his particular self-existence: what dies 
is ... also the abstraction of the Divine Being. For the 
mediator, as long as high death has not yet accomplished 
the reconciliation, is something one-sided which takes 
as Essential Being the simple abstract element of thought, 
not concrete reality." (p.781) 

Concerning the anguish which some souls experience 
because God Himself is dead, Hegel writes: "This feel
ing thus means, in point of fact, the loss of the Substance 
and of its objective existence over against consciousness.'' 
(p.782) That is, God does not exist apart from human 
self-consciousness; or, man is divinized. With the depic
torialization of the Christian Creed, Systematic Science 
is accomplished. 

It has been objected against the description of Hegel's 
system as an embodiment of colossal pride, first that 
Hegel never claimed to have brought history to a close 
and accomplished the divinization of man by virtue of 
his own prodigious intelligence, but rather he freely ac
knowledged the contributions of his predecessors; se
cond, that Hegel did not divinize himself only, but rather 
all of mankind; and third, that he divinized only the 
highest thing in man, namely his reason, to which man 
was obliged to conform himself.14 

In regard to the first objection, we must first notice the 
strange fact that nowhere in his writings (as far as I know) 
does Hegel reflect on the peculiar grace by which doc
trines were revealed to him which righteous men of old 
times earnestly desired to be told, and were not. 
Moreover, and decisively, that Hegel should regard him
self as the fulfillment of the action and passion of Christ 
(whom, after all, he implicitly considered the greatest of 
his predecessors) can hardly be designated otherwise 
than as colossal pride. As to the second objection, clear
ly Hegel did not underestimate the difference between 
implicit and explicit, inchoately and perfectly self
conscious divinity, i.e., between the vulgar and the 
philosophers. Thirdly, as I have tried to show, man's be-
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ing obliged to live in accordance with reason poses no 
limits for him with respect to action, due to the wilful ele
ment in Hegel's notion of reason, which for Hegel does 
not so much exist in things as it can be successfully im
posed on things. 

The judgment must stand: Hegel's Phenomenology is the 
most extreme expression of the hubris which dominates 
almost all of modern philosophy. 

II 

I propose now to look at Hegel's philosophic career as 
a whole and to interpret it as the product of a journey 
on a highway of despair which, unlike the one traversed 
in Phenomenology, was by no means methodical, but was 
utterly real, a journey at whose end came the abandon
ment and betrayal of that freedom of individual reason 
(including conscience), and especially of philosophic rea
son, to which he had always, so he thought, given the 
highest place. 

When I speak of abandonment and betrayal at the end 
of Hegel's philosophic journey, I suppose an interpreta
tion of Philosophy of Right (1820) and of Hegel's subse
quent lectures until his death in 1831, as, in the last 
analysis, a surrender of freedom of individual conscience 
and reason and, worse (though of only derivative 
relevance in this context), the establishment of success 
as the criterion of right in international relations. A num
ber of attempts have been made to extenuate Hegel's 
seemingly servile acceptance of all that is (in accordance 
with his famous formula asserting the rationality of the 
real). Marcuse makes these points: we must keep in mind 
the place of Philosophy of Right in Hegel's overall 
system-the state is the highest .being within the realm 
of objective mind which is, however, subordinate to ab
solute mind; also, the racism, chauvinism and antiration
alism of the pseudo-democratic ideologists among those 
liberals whom Hegel opposed were closer to Naxism than 
Hegel was; and finally, Hegel's doctrine displayed some 
definitely liberal features-publicity of legal proceedings, 
clarity of legal language, tolerance of such religious 
minorities as the Quakers and Jews insofar as consistent 
with public order. 

These arguments have some force; but not enough to 
neutralize such a statement, of which there are many in 
Philosophy of Right, as this: "The state, which is the real
ized substantive will, having its reality in the particular 
self-consciousness raised to the plane of the universal, 
is absolutely rational. This substantive unity is its own 
motive and absolute end. In this end freedom attains its 
highest right. This end has the highest right over the in
dividual, whose highest duty in turn is to be a member 
of the state.''15 

The position enunciated here by Hegel is directly anti-
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thetical to the argument he urged with considerable ardor 
at the beginning of his career in a pair of theological es
says written in 1795 and 1798. The two differ considerably 
as regards the way in which Hegel analyzes the relation
ship between Kantian and Christian ethics." But they 
have one thing in common-their insistence that for man 
to submit to any authority other than his reason is grossly 
demeaning: "No man can relinquish his right to give unto 
himself the law and to be solely responsible for its exe
cution. If this right is renounced, man ceases to be man.'' 

Likewise, at the end of Phenomenology, despite recog
nition of the historically recurrent instances of conflict be
tween individual and community, the perfect autonomy 
of the philosopher is nevertheless affirmed. However, 
there has been a significant change in Hegel's position 
in Phenomenology as compared with the earlier writings: 
in the distinction between the Christian religion with its 
pictorially represented, hence imperfect, truth, and 
Hegel's own notionally represented truth, is implied a 
distinction between the many who are not capable of 
comprehending a depictorialized Christian doctrine, and 
the few who are, between the vulgar and the 
philosophers. In view of this distinction, Hegel's advoca
cy in Philosophy of Right of uncritical submergence in the 
concrete mores and laws of the state might be supposed 
to refer only to the vulgar, to those incapable of 
philosophic reflection; the autonomy of the philosopher 
might be supposed to remain unimpaired. 

However, that is not the case. As Marcuse rightly em
phasizes, it is the essence of Hegel's dialectical 
philosophy to be critical ("the power of negative think
ing"), pointing out the partiality and one-sidedness of 
what is before its gaze (this is not just a matter of criticiz
ing past imperfections; the imperfections are in fact ar
chetypal; there are 20th century Kantians), holding forth 
an ideal of fullness and perfection. But Hegel writes in 
his preface to Philosophy of Right: 

To apprehend what is, is the task of philosophy, because 
what is, is reason. As for the individual, every one is a son 
of his time; so philosophy also is its time apprehended in 
thought. It is just as foolish to fancy that any philosophy can 
transcend its present world, as that an individual could leap 
out of his time or jump over Rhodes. If a theory transgresses 
its time, and builds up a world as it ought to be, it has an 
existence merely in the unstable element of opinion, which 
gives room to every wandering fancy. 

And these words, from the final paragraph of the 
preface, justify me, I think, in speaking of personal 
despair in connection with the philosopher who spoke 
of knowledge as reconciliation with reality: "Only one 
more word concerning the desire to teach the world what 
it ought to be. For such a purpose philosophy at least al-
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ways comes too late ... when philosophy paints its grey 
in grey, one form of life has become old, and by means 
of grey it cannot be rejuvenated, but only known. The 
owl of Minerva takes its flight only when the shades of 
night are gathering." 

The lectures of Hegel's final years are full of dithyram
bic nonsense about the glorious odyssey of the world 
spirit toward greater and more perfect freedom (from 
Oriental despotisms where only one is free to Germanic 
Christendom where all are free); but obviously these 
panegyrics imply a compromised notion of freedom 
which would never have satisfied the young Hegel or 
what is best in the Hegel of Phenomenology. 

The question, which we cannot fully answer because 
we cannot see into the soul of any man, but which we 
must ask because we too, perhaps, would philosophize 
(and which we can partially answer because Hegel's writ
ings give us clues as to the perceptions that affected his 
attitude) is: how did Hegel come to despair, first of all, 
that men whose ultimate recourse was their personal con
science, might live together in concord; and second, that 
a philosopher might invoke possibilities of perfection as 
a criterion against which to measure the actual? 

It is a commonplace that Hegel shrank back with revul
sion from the Terror of the French Revolution. 17 But the 
question is, what did the Terror signify for Hegel? what 
fear did it confirm? why did he forebode its recurrence? 

Marcuse emphasizes the economic side of Hegel's 
thought, and argues that Hegel's deification of the state 
was motivated by his perception that the economic an
tagonisms generated by capitalism preclude the possibil
ity of a stable order unless such an order be imposed by 
government. He quotes from an early (1804) Hegelian 
manuscript: "This system [i.e., capitalist production] 
moves hither and yon in a blind and elementary way, and 
like a wild animal calls for strong, permanent control and 
curbing." It is certainly true that economic conceptions 
play an important part in Hegel's thinking: he anticipat
ed Marx (in texts not known to Marx) by explaining alie
nation in a specifically economic sense as the result of ab
stract labor, and by denouncing the dehumanizing 
aspects of mechanization; anticipated Lenin by explain
ing imperialism as springing from the capitalist mode of 
production; and in an early manuscript he even says that 
perfect love is impossible under the condition of private 
property, which emphasizes particularity by binding one 
lover up with a "dead thing" which is outside the union 
of the lovers. Most significantly, Hegel's notion (in 
Phenomenology) that labor is the beginning of the way out 
of bondage was very influential on Marx, as we shall see. 

But it seems to me that Marcuse' s economic emphasis 
is exaggerated, that it was the perception of another real
ity, more fundamental than economics, which was 
primarily responsible for Hegel's trepidation. The nature 
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of this perception can best be indicated by focusing at
tention upon Hegel's attitude toward Sophocles' 
Antigone, to whom he refers in his early theological writ
ings, in Phenomenology, and in Philosophy of Right, which 
I am talcing as marking the three salient stages in Hegel's 
philosophic development. Hegel shows comparable in
terest in no other author and in no other literary figure; 
I think it is no exaggeration to say that throughout his 
career he felt that it was Antigone and her problem with 
which he had to come to terms. 

His first interpretation, in The Positivity of Christianity, 
was unambiguously individualistic, exalting individual 
freedom without qualification. When Antigone, defying 
the law of her state (the will of Creon), invokes the law 
of God which is "an everlasting law, unwritten and un
changing, and no man knows when it was first put 
forth," Hegel takes her to be referring to nothing but her 
conscience, since the everlasting law, he says, has no ex
ternal manifestations. 

In Phenomenology, in his discussion of umeflective ethi
cal life, revolving around the foci of community (express
ing human law inunediately, divine law derivatively) and 
family (the inunediate expression of divine law), Hegel 
at first seems to see Antigone merely as the expression 
of one branch of the ethical order in conflict with the other 
branch, represented by Creon. He holds that both are act
ing as they must and yet both are guilty; on the level of 
unreflective ethical life, no resolution is possible. But then 
Hegel goes a step further: he notes, as between human 
law and divine law, a peculiar difference in their modes 
of command: "For the commands of government have 
a universal sense and meaning open to the light of day; 
the will of the other [i.e., divine]law, however, is the 
inner concealed meaning of the realm of darkness, a 
meaning which appears expressed as the will of a partic
ular being, and in contradicting the first is malicious 
offense." (p.486) (It is true that formally speaking Hegel 
acknowledges that the divine law is mediated through 
the family; but it is Sophocles' Antigone which he has 
read, and he knows that Antigone and her sister Ismene 
are utterly unable to understand each other.) 

"The inner concealed meaning of the realm of 
darkness" -that is, one runs a terrible risk in opposing 
the posited laws on which shines the light of day, risks 
being tempted by a demon rather than by God. Kier
kegaard thought the risk incumbent upon man, the very 
source of his dignity; Hegel, in view of the French Revo
lution, thought the risk could and should be avoided. But 
there is another dimension to the problem, as we shall 
see. 

In Philosophy of Right Hegel twice mentions Antigone, 
the first time in support of his assertion that no one knows 
the origin of customs; the second time, in connection with 
his identification of objective consciousness with man-
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hood and subjective consciousness with womanhood, he 
speaks with unmistakable nostalgia of Antigone, whose 
piety "Sophocles most superbly presented," Antigone, 
whose appeal was to "the law of woman, the law of an 
inner life, the law of the ancient gods and of the under
world, the eternal law, whose origin no one knows, in 
opposition to the public law of the state. This opposition 
is in the highest sense ethical and hence also tragic; it is 
individualized in the opposing natures of man and wom
an." (p.l72) But man has his essential place in the state, 
and woman in the bosom of her family; hence the sub
jective pole of the opposition is excluded from political 
life. Thus has Hegel finally dealt with Antigone. 

Hegel must exclude Antigone from the political realm 
because she is one of "those who, as they say, seek the 
Lord, and in their untutored opinion assure themselves 
of possessing all things directly" (p.261)-"directly," that 
is, without the mediation of class or community, stand
ing in absolute relation to the absolute, beyond good and 
evil as embodied in humanly posited laws. "From such 
persons can proceed nothing except abomination and fol
ly, and the demolition of all ethical relations." (p. 261) 
This was the lesson Hegel thought he had learned from 
the French Revolution and the Terror: that society could 
not tolerate those who lived beyond its posited good and 
evil, could no more tolerate those who pursued absolute 
good than those who pursued absolute evil. 

The problem, from a political point of view, of tran
scending established ethical relations, has a dimension 
which Kierkegaard, in his extreme introversion, did not 
recognize: the problem is not simply that an individual 
who does away with mediation and stands related abso
lutely to the absolute is subject to temptations which may 
be either demonic or divine and whose origin he may 
therefore mistake. From a political point of view,'' which 
dominated Hegel after the Terror, actions which flow 
from unmediated divine temptations may be as intolera
ble as those flowing from unmediated demonic tempta
tions. This perception has, as far as I know19, its 
incomparable realization in Melville's Billy Budd, in the 
preface to which Melville announces explicitly that it is 
written under the shadow of the Terror which reversed 
the shining hopes of the beginning of the French Revo
lution (the metaphor for which, in the story, is the Great 
Mutiny). 

The central expression of the irresolvable antinomy in 
Melville's story is Captain Vere' s exclamation upon the 
murder of Claggart by Billy Budd: "Struck by an angel 
of God! Yet the angel must hang!" Billy Budd, who tran
scends the sphere of ethical existence, who enters into 
the kind of unmediated relation to the absolute which the 
terroristic champions of the absolute rights of man en
tered into; who not only was a foundling, without family, 
but who when malignantly accused by Claggart is struck 
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utterly dumb, unable to express himself in language, the 
mode of the ethical and universal; who alone is able to 
deal with Claggart, since Claggart' s evil, "partaking noth
ing of the sensual or the sordid," is beyond the ordinary 
experience of men, hence beyond their legal arrange
ments; whom Captain Vere knows and says will be ac
quitted by the judgment of God-Billy Budd is guilty 
under the law of the Mutiny act and must hang, lest there 
be anarchy on ship, because the absolute morality he in
carnates is, in the words of Captain Vere, "incapable of 
being embodied in lasting institutions." 

The same perception of the implications of the French 
Revolution, more than any anxiety over contradictions 
inherent in the capitalist mode of production, impelled 
Hegel to his final political position. (The perception was 
his even more bitterly since, unlike Captain Vere, he had 
no belief in a divine last judgment that might rectify faulty 
but necessary human judgments.) The same perception 
led him to hope that Antigone would stay within the 
bosom of her family and, her father and brothers dead, 
would remain with her sister Ismene outside of the pub
lic realm; or, to put it more generally, that individual con
science would not oppose the laws that be; that to this 
end philosophy would abjure its task of criticism, for, as 
Hegel wrote in Philosophy of Right: "Uneducated men 
delight in surface reasonings and fault-findings. Fault
finding is an easy matter, but it is hard to know the good 
and its inner necessity. Education always begins with 
fault-finding, but when full and complete, sees in every
thing the positive." (p.256) This we may designate as 
Hegel's final betrayal of philosophy. But it was not his 
first. For in his preface to Phenomenology he had written 
that it was his purpose to enable philosophy to "lay aside 
the name of love of knowledge and be actual 
knowledge" -which Plato had said was the possession 
of God alone. 

We must consider carefully the import of this last state
ment. Some of those who are not inclined to dismiss the 
application of Plato's saying to Hegel as sentimental 
rhetoric might think it sufficient to deprecate Hegel's im
modesty in some such terms as these of Karl Popper, a 
thoroughly modern writer: "He even accomplished the 
deduction of the actual position of the planets, thereby 
proving that no planet could be situated between Mars 
and Jupiter (unfortunately it had escaped his notice that 
such a planet had been discovered a few months earli
er)." That is, one can never tell what science may dis
cover next week (or may have discovered last week 
without one's noticing it); hence, one ought not to claim 
to have full possession of all knowledge. The trouble with 
this kind of argument is that there is no theoretical rea
son why science may not some day have, in fact, disco
vered all the planets. Then, presumably, modesty would 
be out of place. 
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But Plato had something very different in mind. For 
him knowledge was not a matter of empirically verifiable 
theses but of salvation, not a collection of truths and tech
niques, but a loving orientation of the soul to truth itself. 
And it was an orientation not easily sustained. The lover 
of truth was beset by rhetorical lures and sophistical traps. 
Wrestlers turned debaters might throw him time and 
again. There were easy truths, popular truths and impres
sive truths-but there was only one Truth. There were 
truths of the assembly, of the generals, and of the court 
which could condemn one to death-but Truth was one, 
and not to be bargained with. 

In the Phaedrus, the very dialogue whence comes Plato's 
saying that the love, certainly not the possession, of 
knowledge is man's highest vocation, Socrates is shown 
to experience and succumb to the temptation known to 
every thinker in every age-"by sinning in the sight of 
God to win high renown from man." Socrates realizes 
his sin, asks forgiveness and recants, which is all that one 
can do, although one knows that the temptation will 
recur, and that one may again succumb. That is why 
Socrates cannot conceive of man as a possessor of sophia, 
but only as a lover. But his love, though it falter, is 
nonetheless the radical meaning of his existence. 

Marx 
The primary objective of this chapter is to discover the 

image of man limned in the writings of Karl Marx (as 
manifest particularly in his early writings20) and to sug
gest, in a far from exhaustive way, that a critique of that 
image, in measure as the critique is valid, also tells against 
contemporary Western civilization. To this end, my re
marks are organized under four headings: Marx's rela
tionship to Hegel; the problem of the origin of alienation 
in Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844; the rela
tionship of Marxian man to nature-the problem of con
templation; and the abolition of alienation in the new 
society. 

I 

Hegel's influence on Marx was profound and essen
tially twofold. From the Phenomenology Marx learned that 
man accomplishes his humanity through history by over
coming all that resists him, by struggling to impose him
self on things as their end and by finally asserting himself 
as lord over all he surveys. He learned secondly (what 
had been a corollary for Hegel but was to be primary for 
Marx) that the activity of labor, in the sense of acting 
transformatively on nature, of impressing one's form on 
it in masterly fashion, is crucial to man's progress toward 
unlimited self-assertion. Hegel's notion of labor as the 
reduction and annihilation of natural objects not merely 
to assuage man's material neediness but essentially as a 
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mode of man's self-assertion, has already been noticed. 
Marx adopts it with virtually no change (despite his 
Feuerbachian language). He differs significantly from 
Hegel, however, in that he accepts labor, understood 
thus, as the definitive mode of man's coming to freedom, 
that is, to collective lordship. For Hegel, labor was the 
beginning of the way out of slavery, the beginning of the 
road to freedom but, though indispensable, it was not 
sufficient: man's divinity was finally accomplished by 
philosophic speculation (transformed Christianity), 
whose realization that self-consciousness is the end of 
all things did not even purport to be so much a matter 
of discovery as of successful imposition. For Hegel, his
tory revealed that man had succeeded in acting toward 
nature and society21 as if they had no proper end of their 
own independently of his impulse toward self-assertion. 
But there was something unsatisfactory about the "as 
if'' -men were known to have qualms of conscience, in
timations from they knew not where, 22 that perhaps man 
is not the measure of all things. Philosophy, for Hegel, 
had to banish any such doubt (compare Hegel's scorn for 
the yearning for otherworldly fullness of the Unhappy 
Consciousness) and assert that of course God is the meas
ure of all things, but that, as the philosophic vanguard 
of Germanic Christendom has been the first to recognize, 
man is God. That is, whatever resistances, interior or ex
terior, still remained to man's self-assertion had to be 
abolished speculatively, by a kind of willful contempla
tion. Marx did not have the same faith in the ability of 
willful contemplation to abolish resistances. He was more 
profoundly concerned than Hegel with man's ontologi
cal completeness: not self-consciousness but flesh-and
blood man must be the end of all things. Hence practice 
rather than contemplation had to consummate man's 
lordship. Whereas for Hegel contemplation fulfilled prac
tice (labor and politics), for Marx practice was consum
mated by more practice. Or, to be more exact, one kind 
of practice consummated another, that is, revolutionary 
action consummated labor, in such a way, however, that 
its whole virtue was to secure the liberation of labor. 
Labor was clearly a higher good than revolutionary ac
tion: as we shall see, Marx makes quite clear that it is labor 
which he considers to be man's essentially human ac
tivity. 

Marx's reaction against the Young Hegelians in the 
1840's has two principal aspects, one of them predictable 
from what has been said above, the other as surprising 
as it is revealing. The first is that the young Hegelians, 
particularly the Bauers23 but ultimately even Feurbach, 
had what was to Marx a quite incomprehensible uncon
cern for what I have called man's ontological complete
ness. Marx writes: 

According to the reports of our ideologists, Germany has, dur
ing the last decade, undergone a revolution of unexampled 
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proportions ... a revolution in comparison with which the 
French Revolution was mere child's play. With unbelievable 
rapidity one empire was supplanted by another, one mighty 
hero was struck down by a hero still bolder and more power
ful in the universal chaos. During these years, from 1842 to 
1845, Germany went through a cataclysm more violent in 
character than anything which had happened in any previ
ous century. All this, it is true, took place only in the region 
of pure thought. For we are dealing with a remarkable 
phenomenon-the decomposition of Absolute Spirit. (Gennan 
Ideology, p.6) 

But men are natural, flesh-and-blood suffering beings, 
not pure spirits, Marx cries out: his evaluation of the 
heavenly perturbations of left-wing Hegelianism is un
equivocal: "Ideas never lead beyond an old world sys
tem but only beyond the ideas of an old world system. 
Ideas cannot carry anything out at all. In order to carry 
out ideas men are needed who dispose of a certain prac
tical force." (Holy Family, p.160) 

The second aspect of Marx's revolt against the Young
Hegelians is his anxiety, which seems to have been shared 
by none ·among them, as to how it is possible to 
philosophize at all after Hegel, after the completion of 
the system. Is one fated to be a mere epigon, racing 
against one's colleagues to apply mortar to the system's 
few chinks? Marx says explicitly in his doctoral thesis on 
Democritus and Lucretius that he undertook investiga
tion of the post-Aristotelians partly with a view to an
swering this question for himself. The answer he thought 
he found was that according to a "historical law," after 
certain "key points" (e.g. Aristotle and Hegel) phil
osophy becomes practical, appearing as "a practical 
person hatching intrigues with the world." Marx's an
swer to the existential question which posed itself to him 
at the beginning of his career was that, in his time and 
place, one could justify one's vocation to philosophy only 
if one's philosophizing issued in action. Not only did the 
world of flesh-and-blood men require practical, and not 
merely theoretical, salvation, but the philosopher him
self could achieve his own justification only by engaging 
in action. The perception of both of these exigencies (there 
is no definite evidence for asserting the primacy of either 
one or the other in Marx's mind) stands behind the fa
mous eleventh thesis on Feuerbach, which sums up the 
first ten: "Philosophers previously have only interpreted 
the world differently; the point, however, is to change 
it." And Marx was serious enough to realize that the ac
tion of a philosopher would be sheer dilettantism, would 
leave the world unchanged, unless he enlisted 
assistance-which, fortunately, was near at hand in the 
mission of the proletariat. 24 

II 

The concept of alienation as developed in the 
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Manuscripts of 1844 may be analyzed into five compo
nents, which I shall merely state here, postponing expli
cation and commentary until the next section. For the 
alienated man: (1) The product of his labor becomes an 
object over against him and oppressing him. (2) The 
objects of nature on which he labors seem to him alien 
and oppressive. (3) He feels alienated as regards his labor
ing activity: activity appears as suffering, strength as 
weakness, begetting as emasculating, etc. (4) He is es
tranged from his species: man's life-activity is produc
tion, but production, under the condition of alienation, 
appears to man as the means to his individual life rather 
than the very substance of his species life, which in fact 
it is. (5) Man's estrangement from his species-being 
immediately entails that one man is estranged from 
another, as both are estranged from their common essen
tial nature: "If the product of labor does not belong to 
the worker, if it confronts him as an alien power, this can 
only be because it belongs to some other man than the 
worker. If the worker's activity is a torment to him, to 
another it must be delight and his life's joy. Not the gods, 
not nature, but only man himself can be this alien power 
over man." (p.79) 

So it is man who oppresses man (that is, one manop
presses another). However, Marx goes on to insist that 
this social relationship is not aboriginal, but is consequent 
upon what can only be called an individual and interior 
fall from grace. It is true (for Marx) that "In the real prac
tical world self-estrangement can only become manifest 
through the real practical relationship to other men." 
(p.79) But self-estrangement itself comes first, and this 
primordial act/condition "engenders"" the social aspects 
of estrangement: "The relationship of the worker to labor 
engenders the relation to it of the capitalist, or whatever 
one chooses to call the master of labor. Private property 
is thus the product, the result, the necessary consequence 
of alienated labor, of the external relation of the worker 
to nature and to himself." (p.80) Even more explicitly: 
"Though private property appears to be the source, the 
cause of alienated labor, it is really its consequence," 
though "later this relationship becomes reciprocal." 
(p.81) 

Marx is aware that he has left a large question in sus
pension: "We have accepted the estrangement of labor, 
its alienation, as a fact, and we have analyzed this fact. 
How, we now ask, does man come to alienate, to estrange 
his labor? How is this estrangement rooted in the nature 
of human development?" (p.82) Marx thinks that "we 
have already gone a long way to the solution of this 
problem" by inquiring not into the origin of private 
property but rather into the nature of alienated labor: for 
when one speaks of private property, one thinks he is 
concerned with something external to man, whereas 
"when one speaks oflabor, one is directly concerned with 
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man himself." (p.82) But Marx concedes that the problem 
bears closer examination. At this point, the editor of the 
Marxist-Leninist Institute informs us, the first manuscript 
breaks off unfinished. 

Marx's failure to show "how this estrangement is 
rooted in the nature of human development" is abso
lutely crucial to his thought in both its analytic and its 
hortatory aspects. He does not settle this question un
ambiguously in any of his later writings, throughout 
which he seems to be looking for some kind of "original 
sin," since in general he does not hold particular 
capitalists of his day responsible for the crimes of capital
ism, but rather he holds the system itself responsible. 

Relevant in this connection is Marx's discussion of 
11 So-called primitive ac<;:umulation" in the second book 
of Capital (chapter 26). He rejects the explanation of bour
geois political economists that private property came 
about because in the beginning there were two sorts of 
people: "one, the diligent, intelligent, and, above all, fru
gal elite; the other, lazy rascals, spending their substance, 
and more, in riotous living. Thus it came to pass that the 
former sort accumulated wealth and the latter sort had 
at last nothing to sell except their own skins. And from 
this original sin dates the poverty of the great majority." 
No, Marx insists, there was no such idyll as that: "In ac
tual history it is notorious that conquest, enslavement, 
robbery, murder, briefly force, play the great part." But 
although his explanation differs from that of the bour
geois political economists in that he attributes to the an
cestors of modern capitalists not greater (puritan) virtue 
but rather greater brutality, he agrees with them, it seems, 
in supposing that the original sin was social, not individ
ual. The Marx of 1844, as has been noted, insisted that 
the original sin was radically individual, though it im
mediately (somehow) engendered social consequences 
and a reciprocity of cause and effect soon set in. 

As I said above, Marx's perception of the nature of 
original sin has extreme importance for the hortatory 
aspects of his thought. If man's present misery is social 
in origin (brutally rather than idyllically social, the Marx 
of Capital would say), then the communist revolution 
should automatically secure man's happiness (insofar as 
"the theory of the Communists may be summed up in 
the single sentence: Abolition of private property"
Communist Manifesto). But if private property is not the 
source but rather the consequence of man's alienation as 
Marx insisted in 1844, then the abolition of private 
property, while bringing the above-mentioned reciprocity 
to a halt, does not automatically secure man's happiness. 
Rather, it appears, the abolition of private property, hence 
of the slavery-sustaining reciprocity, merely gives man 
the free choice he had in the beginning (but not after the 
reciprocity set in) as to how he shall relate himself to him
self and to nature, how he shall regard his productive ca-
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pacity, whether as his own or as alien; whether he shall 
accept his ability to produce-including his ability to 
produce beautiful objects-as his distinctively and essen
tially human quality, or whether he will succumb to the 
temptation to regard his productive capacity as merely 
a means to the preservation of his own life, as if there 
might be more to human life than production, for the sake 
of which production might be carried on. But to grasp 
the full significance of these alternatives (whose statement 
here anticipates the analysis contained in the following 
section), we must shift our attention from the problem 
of the origin of alienation to that of the content of aliena
tion as understood by Marx. 

III 

An attempt to elucidate the content of Marx's notion 
of alienation requires an investigation of his understand
ing of man's proper relationship to nature. 26 Such an in
vestigation leads us ultimately to ask why, for Marx, 
contemplation, which the ancients considered to be man's 
most perfect way of relating himself to nature, was 
precluded. 

We know that for Marx Communism, that is, the over
coming of alienation, signified "the genuine resolution 
of the conflict between man and nature" and "the con
summated oneness in substance of man and nature." At 
the same time, however, the very meaning of man's ex
istence consists in his differentiation of himself from na
ture, a differentiation which is accomplished by labor. 
Marx, although he does not go so far as to say-as Engels 
does in his essay "Labor in the Transition from Ape to 
Man" -that "labor created man himself" in an explicitly 
evolutionary sense, makes clear what he thinks to be 
man's specific difference: "We can distinguish men from 
animals by consciousness, religion or whatever we like. 
They themselves begin to distinguish themselves as soon 
as they begin to produce the means of life, a step which 
is conditioned by their bodily organization. In produc
ing their means of life, men indirectly produce their 
material life itself." (Gennan Ideology, p.7) 

For Aristotle, production of the means of life was the 
only "human" activity which did not distinguish men 
from animals, since unlike the capacity for political life 
and for contemplation, it patently pertained to animals 
as much as to men. In Manuscripts of 1844 (though not, 
as far as I can see, in Gennan Ideology), Marx tries to take 
this challenge into account: 

Admittedly animals also produce. They build themselves 
nests, dwellings, like the bees, beavers, ants, etc. But an 
animal only produces what it immediately needs for itself or 
for its young. It produces onesidedly, whilst man produces 
universally. It produces only under the dominance of imme
diate physical need, whilst man produces even when he is 
free from physical need and only truly produces in freedom 
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therefrom . ... An animal forms things in accordance with 
the standard and the need of the species to which it belongs, 
whilst man knows how to produce in accordance with the 
standard of every species, and knows how to apply every
where the inherent standard to the object. Man therefore also 
forms things in accordance with the laws of beauty. (p.75) 

It appears, then, that for Marx man's production differs 
from that of an animal in principally two respects: man 
also and most authentically produces without material 
constraint; and man not only produces more variously 
than animals, but also deliberately produces beautiful 
things." To the consequences of these criteria we shall 
advert later. 

But the foregoing account of the difference between 
man and animals in terms of their respective modes of 
laboring is only an external and phenomenological treat
ment of the human activity of labor. The question is, how 
does human labor appear, not to an outside observer, but 
to homo laborans himself; what are actually his motives 
for laboring? If one views Marx against the background 
of such of his predecessors among political economists 
as Hobbes, Smith and Ricardo, his answer to the ques
tion is astonishing indeed. But, as we have seen, Hegel 
gave the same answer. Marx writes (Manuscripts, p.76): 
"The object of labor, therefore, is the objectification of 
man's species life: for he duplicates himself not only, 
as in consciousness, intellectually, but also actually, in 
reality, and therefore he contemplates himself in a world 
which he has created."28 

We are now in a position to see what for Marx is the 
root (and, in a sense, pre-social) meaning of alienation: 
that an individual man, instead of defining himself in 
terms of his participation in the masterly transformation 
of nature by the species mankind, should regard his labor 
as merely a means to his individual life, as though there 
might be a higher good than labor, for the sake of which 
labor might be conducted: "Life itself [from context, 
'productive labor'] appears only as a means to life. " 29 

(p.75, Manuscripts) 
To appreciate the enormous disparity between Marx's 

conception of man's relationship to nature and that of 
the ancients, we must broach the question of contempla
tion, which was for the ancients the primary mode of 
man's relating to nature, to which all other modes were 
hierarchically ordered. It is a question of which Marx is 
patently not unaware. His attitude toward it, which is 
absolutely central to his thought, may be seen under tluee 
interrelated aspects. 

First there is his remarkable position (Manuscripts, 
p.112) with respect to the idea of creation, which is, he 
holds, "very difficult to dislodge from the popular mind" 
because to contradict it "contradicts everything palpable 
in practical experience. " 30 Still, "a being only considers 
himself independent when he stands on his own feet; 
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and he only stands on his own feet when he owes his 
existence to himself", so that Marx quite willfully chooses 
to adhere to "spontaneous generation (as) the only prac
tical refutation of the theory of creation"; or, better yet, 
he would prefer not even to raise the question of crea
tion, which is an "abstraction" and "perverse". 

Second, we may consider Marx's attitude toward Feuer
bach, against whom his principal charge is that Feuer
bach's materialism is contemplative, by which Marx 
means more than that Feuerbach did not advocate polit
ical revolution, though that is no doubt a leading element 
of his indictment. But Marx challenges Feuer bach's con
templative attitude in a far more radical way: "He does 
not see how the sensuous world around him is, not a 
thing given direct from all eternity, ever the same, but 
a product of industry and the state of society .... The 
cherry tree, like almost all fruit trees, was, as is well 
known, only a few centuries ago transplanted by com
merce into our zone, and therefore only by a definite ac
tion of a definite society in a definite age provided for 
the evidence of Feuerbach's senses." (German Ideology, 
p.35) 

Marx's assertion has implications, as I suspect he was 
aware, far beyond the narrow context of his particular 
dispute with Feuerbach. It raises the question whether 
the wonder before existence which the ancients knew, 
the feeling at once of surprise and reverence before all 
that is, is compatible with prodigious technological feats 
and capacities (compare Marx's observation that Greek 
art presupposed a naivete which is inaccessible to us 
modems except in the mode of nostalgia). If one were 
to think that wonder is still possible, he would have to 
affirm, in the teeth of a widespread modem opinion, that 
to know how to handle a thing is not equivalent to know
ing it; that, in St. Thomas' terms, the inexhaustible lux 
which is the quality of a being as such, is not amenable 
to being concentrated into a laser beam. 

The third point which we must notice in regard to 
Marx's attitude to the question of contemplation is the 
most remarkable of all, because it is unmistakably as 
though he is addressing his argument directly to Aris
totle, whose thought he evidently knew very well. 
Against an implicit background of Aristotle's notion of 
theoria as man's highest, most godlike possibility (which 
implied, among other things, that man is not completely 
defined by his sociality), he writes: "But again when I 
am active scientifically, etc.-when I am engaged in an 
activity which I can seldom perform in direct community 
with others-then I am social, because I am active as a 
man. Not only is the material of my activity given to me 
as a social product (as is even the language in which the 
thinker is active): my own activity is social activity, and 
therefore, that which I make of myself, I make of myself 
for society and with the consciousness of myself as a 
social being." (Manuscripts, p.104) 
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The question which we may fairly put, since Marx's ar
gument is implicitly addressed to Aristotle, is, what 
would Aristotle make of such an account? He would, I 
think, first point out that by "active scientifically" Marx 
means two things which he fails to distinguish: one of 
which is ordinarily performed "in direct community with 
others", the other of which never is, cannot possibly be, 
so that Marx's use of "seldom" is an indication of the 
hybrid character of his notion of "scientific activity". As 
regards the first meaning-that is, the first stage-of 
"scientific activity", Aristotle would agree to its social 
character: the material, whether written or spoken, on 
which one reflects is a social product in the sense of be
ing the product of many men; and one reflects in the 
medium of language, which is man's distinctive social
political characteristic. But then there is a second stage, 31 

Aristotle would say, when one cannot possibly be "in 
direct community with others" (although they or their 
written words may be physically present) and when 
speech is at once no longer necessary and no longer pos
sible. It seems that Marx would reply that, even if the 
distinction of stages be conceded, even during the second 
stage I am active "for society and with consciousness of 
myself as a social being." As to the first point, Aristotle 
would agree that one's contemplative activity may well 
have consequences "for society" (Plato would insist that 
it must and cajole the philosopher accordingly), but 
would have to affirm in addition that, preeminently 
among all activities, it is done for its own sake. As to the 
second point, Aristotle would agree that one always ex
periences within himself an impulse toward communion 
with other men ("for no man would want to live without 
friends"), but would have to affirm in addition that, at 
least for a few, there is an impulse toward the contem
plation of divine things, so that the philosopher must 
"strain every nerve to live in accordance with the best 
thing in him", which entails, in conflict with his natur
ally political being, his radical isolation from men.32 

Marx, like Aristotle, thought that it was natural for man 
to be among other men. His naturalism was so consis
tent that he felt constrained to insist that even when he 
was active scientifically, he was not violating his social 
nature. Aristotle's naturalism however, profound though 
it was (surely more profound than that of Marx, who 
never clearly articulated the difference between mere life 
and the good life in the context of man's being-together), 
was not consistent: "But such a life would be too high 
for man; for it is not insofar as he is a man that he will 
live so, but insofar as something divine is present within 
him. But we must not follow those who advise us, being 
men, to think of human things and, being mortal, of mor
tal things, but must, so far we can, make ourselves im
mortal, and strain every nerve to live in accordance with 
the best thing in us; for even if it be small in bulk, much 
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more does it in power and worth surpass everything." 
(Nicomacbean Ethics X, 7). 

IV 

Our investigation of the content of Marx's notion of 
alienation can proceed further only by attention to what 
Marx understood as the overcoming of man's alienation, 
the accomplishment of his authentic existence; that is, we 
must try to indicate the shape of Communist society as 
Marx envisaged it, thereby viewing man's present defi
ciency against the background of his plenitude. 

In her essay "Tradition and the Modern Age", Han
nah Arendt devotes several interesting pages to point
ing out what she considers to be central contradictions 
in the work of Marx, not with a view to refutation and 
rejection of his thought, as though only those mediocri
ties whose systems display perfect internal consistency 
were worthy of respectful attention, but rather (she says) 
for the sake of indicating his true greatness-the un
precedented perplexities which he perceived and with 
which he tried to come to terms, and their illumination 
by his failure. She poses this fundamental challenge to 
him: "If labor is the most human and productive of man's 
activities, what will happen when, after' the revolution, 
'labor is abolished' in the 'realm of freedom'? What 
productive and what essentially human activity will be 
left?" This problem indeed seems to warrant con
sideration. 

We have seen the quite definite sense in which Marx 
deems labor to be man's essentially human activity. We 
may recall that for Marx man's production differs from 
that of an animal in principally two respects: man also 
and most authentically produces without material con
straint; and man not only produces more variously than 
animals, but in addition he deliberately produces beau
tiful things. The first of these criteria forms the basis for 
Marx's prediction of the content of the "realm of free
dom", namely the "abolition of labor" (German Ideology) 
in such a way that in this respect he is technically not 
guilty of the contradiction with which Hannah Arendt 
taxes him, though he is certainly guilty of considerable 
ambiguity. 

Herbert Marcuse' s explanation (in Reason and Revolu
tion) of the import of the "abolition of labor" seems ac
ceptable: 

These amazing formulations in Marx's earliest writings all con
tain the Hegelian term Aufhebung, so that the abolition also 
carries the meaning that a content is restored to its true form. 
Marx, however, envisioned the future mode of labor to be 
so different from the prevailing one that he hesitated to use 
the same term 'labor' to designate alike the material process 
of capitalist and of communist society. He uses the term 
'labor' to mean what capitalism actually understands by it 
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in the last analysis, that activity which creates surplus value 
in commodity production or which 'produces capital'. Other 
kinds of activity are not 'productive labor' and hence are not 
labor in the proper sense. Labor thus means that free and 
universal development is denied the individual who labors, 
and it is clear that in this state of affairs the liberation of the 
individual is at once the negation of labor. 

"A content is restored to its true form ... the future 
mode of labor to be so different from the prevailing 
one ... "-we must try to specify just how the true, 
future mode of labor differs from the present, capitalist 
mode. We have already noticed one formulation of this 
antithesis: in Manuscripts Marx contrasts labor as the ob
jectification of man's species life with a view to human 
self-contemplation, with labor as a mere means to in
dividual self-preservation. But Marx's later writings on 
this opposition between modes of laboring are less 
Hegelian, considerably more human. In German Ideology 
[p .53 of the abridged edition of 1970 of the publisher 
cited (ed.)], he writes: 

That is to say that according as labor comes to be divided, 
everyone has a definite, circumscribed sphere of activity 
which is put upon him and from which he cannot escape. 
He is a hunter or fisherman or shepherd or 'critical critic' and 
must remain so if he does not want to lose the means of 
subsistence-whereas in the Communist society, where each 
one does not have a circumscribed sphere of activity but can 
train himself in any branch he chooses, society by regulating 
the common production makes it possible for me to do this 
today and that tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, to fish in 
the afternoon, to carry on cattle-breeding in the evening, also 
to criticize the food-just as I please-without becoming either 
hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic. 

Here Marx is protesting against the brutal narrowing 
of man's activity (and of course, as he makes amply clear 
in Capital, a hunter's range of activity and variety of facul
ties employed are enormous compared with those of a 
factory worker under conditions of mechanization33); and 
against the identification of a man with his job, as though 
the significance of a human being could be exhausted by 
the way in which he sustains his material life. Marx is 
perfectly well aware that departure from the most bru
tally narrowing division of labor is inefficient from the 
point of view of material production. Such inefficiency 
will be tolerable only on the twin preconditions of modern 
technology (which Marx asserts could only have been de
veloped under capitalism, which enforces, by virtue of 
its relentless laws of competition, a species asceticism 
whereby man is able to overcome his originally complete 
dependence on nature) and the revolution ushering in 
first the lower, disciplinary phase of Communism and 
then the higher phase-only when "with the develop
ment of the individual in every sense, the productive 
forces also increase and all the springs of collective life 
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flow with abundance" (Critique of the Gotha Program); with 
such abundance, in fact, that the inefficiency of unspecial
ized activity can be ignored. 

Or, more exactly, such inefficiency can almost be ig
nored: it seems to me that Marx was more faithful than 
is generally supposed to his early (Manuscripts) insight 
that "as a natural, corporeal, sensuous objective being, 
[man] is a suffering, conditioned, limited creature, like 
animals and plants." A distinct echo of this statement 
is to be heard in a well-known passage in the third book 
of Capital (chapter 48, section 3): 

The realm of freedom actually begins only where labor which 
is determined by necessity and. external Suitableness ends; 
thus in the very nature of things it lies beyond the sphere 
of material production in the proper sense. Just as the savage 
must wrestle with Nature to satisfy his wants, to maintain 
and to reproduce his life, so must civilized man, and he must 
do so in all social formations and under all possible modes 
of production. With his development his realm of physical 
necessity expands, as do his wants; but at the same time the 
forces which satisfy these wants also increase. In this field 
freedom can only consist in that socialized man, the associated 
producers, rationally regulate their metabolic interchange with 
nature, bringing it under their control instead of being ruled 
by it as by blind forces, and achieve this with the least ex
penditure of energy and under conditions most favorable to 
and worthy of their human nature. But it will always remain 
a realm of necessity. [my emphasis] Beyond it begins the de
velopment of human energy which is carried on as an end 
in itself, the true empire of freedom, which, however, can 
blossom forth only with the realm of necessity as its basis. 

Consistently with this view, Marx (in the first volume of 
Capital) hails the British Ten-hour Bill, entailing as it does 
increased leisure for workers, as the Magna Carta of labor. 

But we must ask Aristotle's question of Marx: how is 
one to occupy his leisure? Can Marx really believe that 
the only thing worth doing for its own sake is work per
formed in the mode of a hobby (i.e., without material con
straint)? What does Marx's postrevolutionary man do 
when he tires of fishing, hunting, breeding cattle and 
criticizing the food, as tire he must? 

Marx was profoundly right to assert that man is not 
merely accidentally human when he is laboring, and that 
labor is not merely a necessary evil, but can be a positive 
good, a way for the partial34 realizing of man's perfec
tion; that in any case (this, I think, is what Marx wanted 
to affirm most of all), what an ensouled man does can 
never, never be merely accidentally human. 35 But the ter
rible tragedy of Marx's thought is that, having saved 
man's labor from sub-humanity, he comes dangerously 
close (particularly in Manuscripts and German Ideology) to 
asserting that man is merely accidentally human when 
he is not laboring.36 The Marx of Capital realized,37 at least 
at moments, that labor, although it contains possibilities 
of positive value and ought not to be despised, is ulti-
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mately for the sake of leisure. Regrettably he did not, in 
the light of this realization, explicitly reconsider the 
problem of what activities and what faculties are the 
truest expression of man's humanity; so that if Hannah 
Arendt is not right to speak of a flagrant contradiction 
at the heart of Marx's theory, still one may speak of a 
remarkable silence there, a silence which could hardly 
have been unnoticed by Marx himself, whose attention 
to Aristotle has already been recorded. 

We can see this matter in sharper focus if we follow 
Hannah Arendt in likening the technologically enabled, 
post-revolutionary freedom from the necessity of labor 
to the slavery-based freedom of a Greek citizen. For the 
Greeks such freedom made possible political life and the 
life of contemplation (both of which, action no less than 
contemplation, aspire toward the beautiful; compare par
ticularly Diotima's discourse in the Symposium); whereas 
for Marx both of these modes of being appear to be ruled 
out-political life in the sense of the government of men 
being replaced by "the administration of things" (pub
lic cult-whether in the way of Aeschylean drama, im
aging forth in unforgettable beauty the majesty of a 
people's quest for justice, or in the Christian way of litur
gical prayer-having of course been excluded a priori); and 
contemplation impossible for reasons already noticed. 

But it must be realized that the perplexities which Marx 
encounters (in the aspects of his thought with which we 
have been concerned) are by no means peculiar to any 
"utopian" framework, but are fundamentally character
istic of bourgeois society.38 The aspiration to transform 
nature with a view to human self-contemplation is, af
ter all, and despite the modern distaste for metaphysical 
language, a perfectly bourgeois ideal (compare Bacon: 
"knowledge is power" and Descartes' Discourse on 
Method: "replace theoretical with practical philosophy" 
so as to make ourselves umasters and owners of nature"). 
Moreover, it is an ideal which has been largely realized. 
The problem is that contemplation of the image of man 
which we have succeeded in impressing upon nature 
does not delight us, though the ancients were quite sure 
that delight belonged to contemplation. The image of our
selves which we behold in a technologically transformed 
nature can be described at best as weirdly composite and 
confusing; and there are not a few who think it hideous. 

The following is an excerpt from a concluding section on 
Politics and the Love of Being. 

That the sort of statesman that the many were likely 
to heed would not lead them to virtue was Plato's con
clusion in the Gorgias and the Phaedrus, his dialogues on 
persuasion. But in the Theatetus we find a qualification 
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which, though its political relevance is not immediate 
(which is not to say that it has no political relevance at 
all), is of central importance for the lives of those 
philosophers whose love of truth entails ineluctably a love 
of all men (and if it does not, it is not an authentic love 
of truth). After Plato has made Socrates say that the 
many, in their mass-character, will always deride 
philosophers; that, archetypally, the Thracian maid will 
always laugh at Thales; and that in particular the 
philosopher's ineptitude in the assembly and the law 
courts will incur the scorn of the many, he has Socrates 
continue: "But there is one thing about them; when you 
get them alone and make them explain their objections 
to philosophy, then, if they are men enough to face a long 
examination without running away, it is odd how they 
end by finding their own arguments unsatisfying. Some
how their flow of eloquence runs dry, and they become 
as speechless as an infant.'' 

There are two things which we must notice about this 
passage. The first is that, even after singling him out from 
the herd, Socrates does not claim to be able to effect his 
interlocutor's conversion to the philosophical way of life. 
All Socrates claims to be able to do is to cause his interlo
cutor's flow of eloquence to run dry, and that only if his 
interlocutor has a certain minimal honesty. Socrates 
knows well that conversions are not wrought by mere 
human arguments; but silence may, under favorable cir
cumstances (that is, with some kind of grace already oper
ative) be wrought by mere human arguments; and only 
in silence, and not during a flow of eloquence, can one 
hear the voice within oneself that tells him that he is not 
the measure of all things, but that he must seek that meas
ure with all his strength of heart and mind. 

The second remarkable aspect of this passage (which 
seems to me more Socratic than Platonic) is the indica
tion that in some sense the experience of the eternal is 
accessible to the many and not only to the few, though 
surely only the few can discover a prime mover or a self
thinking thought. 

If the experience of the eternal is accessible to all men, 
and not only to the few capable of effective conceptual 
dialectic (and I do not see how a Christian can believe 
otherwise), and if that experience cannot be touched by 
political action in the sense of mass evocation (to such 
an extent, indeed, that to communicate at all with the 
masses the philosopher must tell lies, as Plato thought), 
so that the best one can hope from politics is that an ex
ternal harmony can be secured (which, abstractly speak
ing, will not be inimical to the formation of individual 
souls in virtue-though in concreto one cannot be sure); 
then it would seem to be the responsibility of a man 
whose love of truth overflowed into a love of all men not 
to engage in politics at all, but rather to be a teacher who 
cares for the individual souls under his tutelage. 
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But if one were to follow such a course, one could not 
help feeling that one's sphere was hopelessly restricted, 
that all the men for whom one cared but who were not 
one's students were beyond the pale of whatever grace 
was being dispensed through the medium of oneself. 
Then one might begin to wonder whether there might 
not be a way of touching the experience of the eternal 
in each member of the assembled many. And that one 
could discover, if at all, only by trying. 

Notes 

1. This is a somewhat bold statement, though j. N. Findlay, 
among others, would agree. It is undeniable that what I have 
called Hegel's secondary or metaphorical usage occurs very fre
quently. Nevertheless, it is fairly clear that Hegel would not 
speak of Absolute Spirit in a world without individual cons
cious beings; and it seems least disconcerting to interpret Hegel 
as little pantheistically as possible. 

2.Phenomenology of Mind, Baillie edition, 1964, p.SO. 
3. Findlay cautions against setting up an antithesis whereby 

Kant is a ''dualistic idealist'' and Hegel an ''objective idealist,'' 
lest Hegel be conceived as an idealist of the Berkelian sort. 
Clearly Hegel is not that: he thinks there were things in the 
world before there were conscious spiritual beings. Hegel's 
idealism is rather teleological than strictly ontological. Findlay 
himself says, "Hegel's thoroughgoing teleology means, further, 
that nothing whatever in the world or our thought can have 
any meaning or function but to serve as a condition for the ac
tivity of self-conscious Spirit." My argument certainly means 
to assert no more than this. 

4. All quotations from Phenomenology of Mind are from Baillie 
edition. Hereafter, page numbers will be given in text. 

5. A more common interpretation is this one by Marcuse: "The 
transition from the Logic to the Philosophy of Nature, and from 
the latter to the Philosophy of Mind are made on the assumption 
that the laws of nature spring from the rational structure of be
ing and lead in a continuum to the laws of the mind." That 
is, there is a Greek-like faith in a pre-established harmony be
tween the mind and the structure of the universe; man does 
not impose, but rather discovers, himself (his rationality) as the 
truth of all that is. 

I think, however, that with respect to Hegel one can speak 
of faith in such a harmony only in the weak sense that Hegel 
believes there is nothing in the universe th;;1t can effectually resist 
the imperialism of the human mind, i.e., if the mind did not 
place itself behind the curtain, there would be nothing (or noth
ing effectual) behind the curtain at all. Two quotations make 
quite vivid the element of wilfulness in Hegel's epistemology
ontology: 

"And self-consciousness is thus only assured of itself through 
sublating this other, which is presented tO self-consciousness 
as an independent life; self-consciousness is desire. Convinced 
of the nothingness of this other, it definitely affirms this noth
ingness to be for itself the truth of this other, negates the in
dependent object, and thereby acquires the certainty of its own 
self, a true certainty, a certainty which it has become aware of 
in objective form" (Phenomenology). 

Second, in Philosophy of Right, paragraph 44, addition (Mar
cuse' s translation, p.191, Reason and Revolution) concerning the 
will (which Hegel regards as a mode of reason, not really dis
tinct from it) he writes: ''Only the will is the unlimited and ab
solute, while all other things in contrast with the will are merely 
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relative. To appropriate is only at bottom to manifest the majesty 
of my will toward things, by demonstrating that they are not 
self-complete and have no purpose of their own. This is brought 
about by my instiUing into the object another end than that 
which it primarily had. When the living thing becomes my 
property it gets another soul than it had. I give it my will. Free 
will is thus the idealism which refuses to hold that things as 
they are can be self-complete." 

Notice in the second quotation the contradiction between ''no 
purpose of their own" and "another end than that which it 
primarily had." What Hegel seems to be implying is that things 
do have some kind of an inherent nature, but not an effectual 
one, i.e., man can get away with violating it. 

I hope my point about Hegel's wilfulness is now established. 
I should add that in one sense Hegel is justified in speaking 
of man's discovery of himself as the truth of things. After his 
self-imposition, accomplished in history, man can indeed dis
cover himself. Since Hegel's standpoint in Phenomenology is the 
end of history and yet Hegel impersonates characters within his
tory, the resultant ambiguity is reflected in the interchangea
bility of ''discover'' and ''impose.'' 

6. To create is to give form to chaos. For Hegel, reality as it 
immediately presents itself is in chaos, since it has no effectual 
form, that is, no form that can resist man's will to lordship. 

7. Among modern writers, no one has had deeper insight into 
these matters than Berdyaev: "Freedom is freedom not only 
from the master but from the slave also. The master is deter
mined from without; the master is not a personality, just as the 
slave is not a personality. Only the free man is a personality, 
and he is that even if the whole world should wish to enslave 
him ... a man gets into the position of master over some other 
man because in accordance with the structure of his conscious
ness he has become a slave to the will to mastership. The same 
power by which he enslaves another, enslaves himself also. A 
free man does not desire to lord it over anyone." (Slavery and 
Freedom, p.61). 

8. Actually, the matter is more complicated than that. Socrates 
wanted, for the sake of a disinterested investigation of justice, 
to disregard considerations of reward and punishment on earth 
and in the afterlife. Hence he negated political life and the or
dinary Greek gods, both of which he re-introduced quite op
timistically after the conclusion of the argument, asserting that 
the gods always and men usually recognize and reward 
justness. 

But his hypothetical negation of the gods of reward and 
punishment need not mean that he had become (if only for the 
sake of argument) godless; nor do I mean merely that he might 
still have had a god in the casual sense in which, for example, 
conscience is said to be divine. 

9. Marcuse writes: "Marx makes reference to Hegel's defini
tive insight, which disclosed to him that lordship and bondage 
result of necessity from certain relationships of labor, which are, 
in turn, relationships in the 'reified' world. The relation of lord 
to servant is thus neither an eternal nor a natural one, but is 
rooted in a definite mode of labor and in man's relation to the 
products of his labor" (Reason and Revolution, p.115). 

Neither did Hegel say that slavery was consequent upon par
ticular relations of production and property, nor did Marx in
terpret him to say that. The Marx of 1844 insisted that private 
property was a result, not the cause of self-estrangement. Not 
only was Marx' explanation of (wage) slavery no more "materi
alistic'' than Hegel's; in a sense it was more radically spiritual, 
in that for Marx the origin of slavery was antecedent even to 
man's spiritual relations with other men: although man's self
estrangement was worked out among other men, the original 
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sin was radically individualisitic-man' s rebellion against his 
species life, as if labor could be a mere means to a higher end, 
instead of the essentially human activity expressive of man's 
dominion over nature. This point will be further developed in 
the chapter on Marx. 

10. It should be recalled that earlier in Phenomenology (p. 488), 
at the transcended-yet-preserved level of immediate ethical life, 
to act was indeed to sin: "Hence innocence is an attribute merely 
of the want of action, a state like the mere being of a stone, and 
one which is not even true of a child." Hegel reminds any 
among us who considers himself innocent that Oedipus too con
sidered himself innocent until the awful revelation came. 

11. Marcuse makes a valuable suggestion in this regard, which 
I basically accept, with qualifications which will become clear 
later. He writes: "Luther established Christian liberty as an in
ternal value to be realized independently of any and all exter
nal conditions ... German culture is inseparable from its origin 
in Protestantism. There arose a realm of beauty, freedom and 
morality, which was not to be shaken by external realities and 
struggles; it was detached from the miserable social world and 
anchored in the soul of the individual. This development is the 
source of a tendency widely visible in German idealism, a will
ingness to become reconciled to the social reality. This recon
ciliatory tendency of the idealists constantly conflicts with their 
critical rationalism. illtimately, the ideal that the critical aspects 
set forth, a rational political and social reorganization of the 
world, becomes frustrated and is transformed into a spiritual 
value" (Reason and Revolution, p.15). 

12. "What we [the philosophers] are conscious of in our 
conception-that objective being is ultimate essence-is the same 
as what the religious consciousness is aware of." However, 
''Pictorial presentation constitutes the characteristic form in 
which spirit is conscious of itself in this its religious com 
munion. This form is not yet the self-consciousness of spirit 
which has reached its notion as notion; the mediating process 
is still incomplete" (p.761; p.673). 

13. On the transcending of Christian symbols in general, even 
in less extreme forms than by Hegel, my own attitude is close 
to that expressed by John Updike in these "Seven Stanzas at 
Easter'': 

Make no mistake: if He rose at all 
it was as His body; 
if the cells' dissolution did not reverse, the mole-

cules reknit, the amino acids rekindle, 
the church will fall. 
It was not as the flowers, 
each soft Spring recurrent; 
it was not as His Spirit in the mouths and fuddled 

eyes of the eleven apostles; 
it was as His flesh: ours. 
The same hinged thumbs and toes, 
the same valved heart 
that-pierced-died, withered, paused, and then 

regathered out of enduring Might 
new strength to enclose. 
Let us not mock God with metaphor, 
analogy, sidestepping, transcendence; 
making of the event a parable, a sign painted in the 

faded credulity of earlier ages: 
let us walk through the door. 
The stone is rolled back, not papier-mache, 
not a stone in a story, 
but the vast rock of materiality that in the slow 
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grinding time will eclipse for each of us 
the wide light of day. 

And if we will have an angel at the tomb, 
make it a real angel, 
weighty with Max Planck's quanta, vivid with hair, 

opaque in the dawn light, robed in real linen 
spun on a definite loom. 

Let us not seek to make it less monstrous, 
for our own convenience, our own sense of beauty, 
lest, awakened in one unthinkable hour, we are 

embarrassed by the miracle, 
and crushed by remonstrance. 

14. Findlay, for example, consistently with his understanding 
of Aristotle wholly as an immanentist, writes, "Hegel's religion, 
like that of Aristotle, consists in 'str.aining every nerve to live 
in accordance with the best thing in us' " (p.143) 

15. Philosophy of Right, Dyde Edition, 1919, p.240. Subse
quently page numbers will be given in text. 

16. In "The Positivity of the Christian Religion" (1795) and 
"The Spirit of Christianity" (1798), Hegel had analyzed in two 
quite different ways the relationship between Kantian and Chris
tian ethics. In the earlier essay he argued that Christ was Him
self a Kantian, who was compelled by the ineptness of the Jews 
to whom he preached to call attention to his own unique per
sonality, although his message was really that one ought to be
have in such a way that one's action would permit of 
self-consistent universalization. Hegel approves of Christ's Kan
tian message and regrets the obtuseness of the Jews. By these
cond essay (there is conjecture that the dramatic change was 
wrought largely by the influence of Hoelderlin on Hegel), Hegel 
is arguing that Kantian ethics are really not satisfactory, that 
one is not free when one's reason (the universal) is overmas
tering and enslaving one's particular passions and interests. 
Both moments are overcome, Hegel thinks, in Christian love, 
which he understands here in a quite mystical way. In general, 
Hegel's criticism of Kantian ethics is one of the most sensible 
elements of Hegel's thought. 

17. It is also well-known that in his early days as a student 
at Tubingen Hegel hailed the French Revolution with en
thusiasm. But that was before the Terror, which he describes 
in Phenomenlogy in memorably lurid language: "The sole and 
only work and deed accomplished by universal freedom is there
fore death-a death that achieves nothing, embraces nothing 
within its grasp . . . it is thus the most cold-blooded and 
meaningless death of all, with no more significance than cleav
ing a head of cabbage or swallowing a draught of water." 

18. Whether this is the only possible political point of view, 
or whether at least the outlines might be discovered of a differ
ent sort of reconciliation between service of the absolute and 
the relativity inevitably characteristic of political life will be con
sidered in the final chapter of this work. 

19. This discussion owes much to the suggestion of Hannah 
Arendt in On Revolution that Billy Budd ought to be read in the 
light of the French Revolution. 

20. References are to Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 
1844 (Moscow, Foreign Language Publishing House, 1951); The 
Holy Family (Moscow, Foreign Language Publishing House, 
1956); The German Ideology (New York, International Publish
ers, 1939). Page numbers will appear in text. References to Cap
ital are by book and chapter number. 

21. That man's absolute autonomy with respect to nature 
would necessarily have implied his absolute autonomy with 
respect to society, i.e., his proceeding on the assumption that 
human being-together has no inherent telos (e.g. the promo-
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tion of nobility, the perfection of man's natural being), would 
have been self-evident for Aristotle, whose thinking was con
trolled by a profound analogical awareness. Hegel's logic here 
is Aristotelian, and thereby he is at once more consistent and 
more realistic than Vico. 

22. Christendom had once known where; and so did Socrates, 
whose whole mission he seems to have conceived as the induc
ing of men to heed the intimations springing from their own 
souls that they were not the measure of things. 

23. Sidney Hook reports that Bruno Bauer was wont to make 
such statements as: "Theory which has enlightened us about 
our own nature and which has given us the courage to be our
selves ... has reduced the Christian state to an unessential ap
pearance." (From Hegel to Marx, Ann Arbor Paperback, p.99) 

24. Of course, there were serious limitations, of which Marx 
became increasingly aware, to the collaboration between the 
philosopher and the proletariat: the "working men of all coun
tries" could not respond to the philosopher's call to "unite" 
until their consciousness had evolved sufficiently; and even then 
their response would be quite untheoretical. 

25. How this "engendering" takes place, what it looks like, 
is surely mysterious, but I am more interested, as will appear 
presently, in the nature of the interior fall itself, apart from the 
problem of-how an individual psychic state could engender con
sequences in the objective world. Marx's construction here ap
pears to be archetypal rather than historical, but it is hard to 
say (as in the case of Hegel's master-slave relationship) how 
the archetype is related to objective happenings-which does 
not invalidate it, however, as an attempt to say something about 
the human soul. 

26. By ''nature'' I understand more than the mere aggregate 
of brooks, trees and squirrel~ though they are of course com
prised. By it I mean, as the ancients did, being in its sheer given
ness. That is, our experience of the universal precedes our 
enumeration of individuals; compare Heidegger' s observation 
that we find ourselves in a "field of being". 

27. A certain ambiguity in the text quoted above permits the 
suspicion that by "laws of beauty" Marx means nothing more 
than what is now commonly referred to as "the principle of 
elegance''. But it seems to me that Marx, who loved Aeschylus 
and Shakespeare, was not such a barbarian as that. 

28. Of course, Marx is by no means unaware of man's material 
neediness. Compare this statement from Holy Family: "The 
egotistic individual in civil society may in his non-sensuous im
agination and lifeless abstraction inflate himself to the size of 
an atom, i.e. to an unrelated, self-sufficient, wantless, abso
lutely full blessed being ... (but) his profane stomach reminds 
him every day that the world outside him is not empty, but is 
what really fills." But Marx's faith is precisely that this situa
tion, i.e. man's dependence on nature, can be overcome. In~ 
dispensable to such an overcoming is the exploitation of labor 
by capital and the competition-enforced asceticism of capitalists, 
the combined effect of which is to enforce a species asceticism 
whereby man's initial dependence on nature can be overcome 
to such an extent that man can lord it over nature without limit. 

29. The following propositions have the same sense, but some
what ambiguously: (Manuscripts) "The worker therefore only 
feels himself outside his work, and in his work feels outside 
himself. He is at horne when he is not working, and when he 
is working he is not at home." The question is, what is the ne
gation of this state of affairs, i.e. when alienation is abolished 
will the worker feel outside himself when he is outside his work, 
or will he feel fully human during both labor and leisure? There 
are hints that Marx intends the latter but, as we shall see, on 
the whole he does not theoretically go beyond the former. 
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30. It is striking that even St. Thomas does not go so far as 
to say that the idea of creation is commonsensically obvious (as 
Marx does here). Rather, though he agrees with Aristotle that 
man's being radically dependent on a cause outside himself is 
commonsensically obvious, he holds that the fact of creation, 
i.e. of a time when the world is not, can be known only by reve
lation (S. T. i-i, q.46, arts. 1, 2, 3). 

On man's immediate experience (which Marx says must be 
suppressed) of radical dependence on an external cause, comM 
pare Chesterton's image of how the world appears to someone 
standing on his head, i.e. radically dependent because obviously 
pendent, suspended from the heavens. Even on a right-side
up view of the world, it is commonsensically obvious that 
whatever holds the world together, it is not man, although it 
is quite possible that man may yet cause its disintegration. 

31. As regards the second stage, which Thomas and such a 
neo-Thomist as Josef Pieper would insist is a grace, beyond huM 
man compulsion, man's effort being a condition for it but not 
a sufficient cause, I am not sure that Aristotle, although he says 
that contemplation is somehow superhuman, would say that 
man is unable by his own power exclusively to seize the ex
perience, however briefly. (Plato's image of the philosopher 
leaving the cave, contrastingly, is suffused with the suggestion 
of grace.) Of course, for Aristotle, there are some men who do 
not have the capacity for contemplation at all, so one may 
perhaps speak of a kind of grace in that respect. But the problem 
with speaking of grace for Aristotle, whose God is "too far 
away", is always: from whom would the grace come? 

32. We must notice a very perplexing ambiguity in Aristotle's 
reflections on the tension between the contemplative and po
litical ways of life. In arguing for the superiority of the contemM 
plative way, he attributes to it "self-sufficiency, leisureliness 
and unweariedness (so far as this is possible for man)." But in 
the very next paragraph he speaks of "straining every nerve" 
which does not seem consonant with unweariedness. In the 
light of St. Thomas' discussion of contemplation (S. T. ii-ii, 
q.180-182), I would suggest two principles of resolution, both 
of which, I think, Aristotle has somewhat confusedly in mind. 

On Gregory's statement "we can remain fixed in the active 
life, whereas we are nowise able to maintain an attentive mind 
in the contemplative life", Thomas comments: "That the duraM 
bility of the active life in the present state surpasses the dura
bility of the contemplative life arises not from any property of 
either life considered in itself, but from our own deficiency, since 
we are withheld from the heights of contemplation by the 
weight of the body", where "weight of the body" must not 
be understood puritanically, i.e. it includes, though not as poig
nantly for Aristotle, the impulse toward human communion on 
earth. 

The second and more decisive distinction invoked by Thomas 
is in response to the statement by Gregory that ''The mind does 
not remain long at rest in the sweetness of inward contempla
tion, for it is recalled to itself and beaten back by the very im
mensity of the light." Thomas comments: "No action can last 
long at its highest pitch. Now the highest point of contempla
tion is to reach the uniformity of Divine contemplation .... 
Hence although contemplation cannot last long in this respect, 
it can be of long duration as regards the other contemplative 
acts", which include, most importantly, "contemplation of the 
divine effects'', since we are not angels and must therefore come 
to know discursively from premises. But although the contem
plation of divine effects is continuously delightful, it is not just 
any truth which is the perfection of the intellect, but rather ''The 
ultimate perfection of the human intellect is the divine truth: 
and other truths perfect the intellect in relation to the divine 
truth.'' 
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But aside from formal distinctions (to return to Aristotle), I 
am not so addicted to dear and distinct ideas as to reject the 
possibility that there might be a kind of peace at the heart of 
a strenuous effort to live superhumanly, especially if, unlike 
Aristotle, one believes in a God who is not too far away. 

33. Marx insists (in Capital) on an "essential difference" be
tween the division of labor which organized laborers into vari
ous handicrafts and the division within a mechanized workshop. 
Clearly no one who regarded the matter from a purely techno
logical point of view would perceive an ''essential difference''; 
but Marx knew that it is somehow more compatible with hu
man dignity (quite apart from the Hegelian aspiration to con
template oneself in things) for a man to fabricate a thing in 
accordance with his idea of how it ought to come out than it 
is for him to tighten six screws on an object which is known 
to him neither at the beginning nor at the end of its process 
of fabrication. 

It may be that men need to handle things in order to find out 
about them, and to find out about themselves too. (Not, to be 
sure, to find out all there is to know about themselves, but to 
find out thlngs about themselves which they could not discover 
in any other way.) But if men do not at the same time have a 
deep respect for the givenness of the things they handle, they 
may be altogether dazzled by the transformation their handling 
is able to achieve-and then they will be deluded not only about 
things, but about themselves as well. 

34. At this stage of the argument there enters a theoretical 
temptation to which intellectuals of a decent sort are peculiarly 
susceptible. By ''a decent sort'' I mean in this context those who 
want very much to affirm without condescension that they share 
an exactly common humanity with those to whom the life of 
the mind is not available. They know that their "job" is one 
they undertake freely and for its own sake (though naturally 
philosophers too must sustain their biological life) and they think 
it unjust that others be compelled to work at jobs which the 
others would not freely choose for their own sake. But it is sim
ply false to say that things can be-or even worse, are-arranged 
so that everyone is paid for doing what he would like to do even 
without pay. That is, one must not maintain romantic illusions 
about the employment of the many: their jobs might not be al
together joyless (if they entail creation or genuinely human 
cooperation), and the many might be bored without them, but 
they are simply not undertaken in the same spirit of freedom 
as is the life of the mind. 

35. Here Marx was right as against Aristotle and as against 
the self-misunderstanding of Christians. As to the first, 
although some extenuation is possible, it must finally be said 
that Aristotle's doctrine of natural slavery means that there are 
activities which cannot be humanly performed; that labor is slav
ish and a man who performs it is only accidentally human. As 
to the second, compare H. Arendt, p.332 The Human Condition, 
where she writes: "Nor did the curse by which man was ex
pelled from paradise punish him with labor and birth; it only 
made labor harsh and birth full of sorrow. According to Gene
sis (2: 5, 15) man (adam) had been created to take care and watch 
over the soil (adamah), as even his name, the masculine form 
of 'soil' indicates .... The current popular misunderstanding 
of the curse is due to an unconscious interpretation of the Old 
Testament in the light of Greek thinking. The misunderstand
ing is usually avoided by Catholic writers." 

36. Marx writes in German Ideology (p.7): "This mode of 
production must not be considered simply as being the 
reproduction of the physical existence of the individuals. Rather 
it is a definite form of activity of these individuals, a definite 
form of expressing their life, a definite mode of life on their part. 
As individuals express their lives, so they are. What they are 
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therefore coincides with their productionr both with what they 
produce and how they produce. The nature of individuals thus 
depends on the material conditions determining their produc
tion.rr Notice the shift from ''a definite form of expressing their 
lifeu to "what they are, therefore, coincides with their produc
tion". This kind of outrageous illogic, of which there are other 
notorious instances in Marx, is extremely perplexing, for surely 
he was not deficient in mental power. 

37. The distinction I am proposing between an early and late 
Marx is not to be confused with another distinction between 
the Young Marx as existentialist and the Old Marx as historical 
materialist. Moreover, my distinction is only roughly adequate 
to my own purposes. The following passage from Manuscripts 
contains the indication of a higher good than labor which I have 
said characterizes some passages in his later writings: uThe for
mation of the five senses is the work of the entire history of 
the world up to now. Senses limited by crudely practical needs 
have only a narrow meaning. To the starving man the human 
form of food does not exist, only its abstract essence as food. 
It could be available in the crudest form and one cannot say 
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wherein the starving man's eating would differ from that of 
animals feeding. The worried, poverty-stricken man has no 
mind for the finest play; the dealer in metals sees only the mar
ket value, not the beauty and originality of the metal. He has 
no rnlnerological sense." One of Marx's major failings, I have 
been arguing, is his inability to systematically integrate such 
insights, wherever they occur in his writing, as this one. 

38. In the same spirit as my remarks are these by R.H. Tawney 
(The Acquisitive Society) concerning what he terms 'industrial
ism': "It assures men that there are no ends other than their 
own ends, no law other than their own desires, no limit other 
than that which they think advisable. Thus it makes the in
dividual the center of his own universe, and dissolves moral 
principles into a choice of expediences ... under the impulse 
of such ideas men do not become religious or wise or artistic, 
for religion and wisdom and art imply the acceptance of limita
tions. But they become powerful and rich. They inherit the earth 
and change the face of nature, if they do not possess their own 
souls.'' 
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Kant's Moral Philosophy 

Introduction 

This study is concerned primarily with Kant's moral 
philosophy as that is found in the Foundations of the 
Metaphysics of Morals and the Critique of Practical Reason. 
We are told by Kant at the outset that knowledg~ of what 
man ought to do is accessible to human reason. The clas
sical philosophers of ancient Greece held the same, as 
did the medieval thinkers who followed them. Kant, 
however, differs from such older thinkers by holding that 
although reason can come to know what man ought to 
do, reason can and must do so without resort to nature: 
man can learn nothing from nature regarding what he 
ought to do. For the older ''rationalists'', reason was em
phatically in tutelage to nature in moral matters as in 
other matters; for Kant reason is strictly divorced from 
nature in moral matters. Therefore in order to understand 
Kant's metaphysics of morals we must also have some 
understanding of Kant's metaphysics of nature. 

The book which contains Kant's metaphysics of nature 
in principle is, at least at first glance, the Critique of Pure 
Reason. This is true even at second glance if by 
umetaphysics of nature" we mean necessarily nscien 
tific metaphysics of nature." But is there not such a thing 
as what we may call a "pre-scientific metaphysics of na
ture"? Aristotle's casual yet characteristic remark that 
"existence is good to the virtuous man" (Ethics, 1166al9) 
is not strictly dependent upon the teaching regarding final 
causes in the Metaphysics, but surely the two are not 
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wholly unrelated. We suggest that it is at least possible 
that a kind of pre-scientific metaphysics of nature 
emerges from Kant's moral philosophy, especially if ac
count is taken of the Critique of Judgment and in particu
lar of the analytic of the sublime contained therein. 

However, at first glance it is the Critique of Pure Reason 
which contains Kant's metaphysics of nature in princi
ple. To this work we must briefly turn before studying 
Kant's moral philosophy proper. Disregarding, in defer
ence to obvious exigencies, the technical complexities of 
the first Critique, we shall try to state in its most general 
terms the problem posed by Kant's scientific metaphysics 
of nature. Against the background of this problem, we 
shall consider Kant's moral philosophy as a whole un
der the following headings: 

II. Moral philosophy and the common man 
ill. The categorical imperative as an irruption 

from without 
IV. The meanings of freedom 
V. Happiness and sublimity 

VI. Nature and morality re-considered 
VII. Conclusion. 

I. The Critique of Pure Reason 
According to Kant's first Critique the human intellect 

cannot know nature as it truly is, as it is in itself. The hu
man knowing activity transforms what is to be known; 
the intellect prescribes its laws to nature; in attempting 
to know nature the human intellect ultimately encoun
ters only itself. What Kant means by these assertions is 
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explicable primarily in terms of his doctrine of the tran
scendental ideality of space and time (elaborated in the 
"Transcendental Aesthetic") and his doctrine of the tran
scendental synthesis, preceding and enabling empirical 
synthesis, of the appearances in the manifold (elaborated 
in the "Transcendental Deduction of the Categories of 
the Understanding"). Both doctrines, as stated by Kant, 
are exposed to serious objections. However, since we are 
interested only in the most general sense of the problem 
posed by Kant's scientific metaphysics of nature, we may 
disregard the question of how far these two Kantian doc
trines are sound. We shall consider instead the problem 
implied in a famous passage from the preface to the se
cond edition of the Critique of Pure Reason. Referring to 
the experiments of Galileo and· others, Kant writes1 : 

They learned that reason has insight only into that which it 
brings forth according to its own projection, and that it must 
not allow itself to be kept, as it were, in nature's leading
strings, but must itself show the way with principles of judg
ment based upon fixed laws, constraining nature to give an
swer to questions of reason's own determining. Accidental 
observations, made in obedience to no previously thought 
out plan, can never be made to yield a necessary law, which 
alone reason is concerned to discover. Reason, holding in one 
hand its principles, according to which alone concordant ap
pearances can be admitted as equivalent to laws, and in the 
other hand the experiment which it has devised in conformity 
with these principles, must approach nature in order to be 
taught by it. It must not, however, do so in the character of 
a pupil who listens to everything that the teacher chooses to 
say, but of an appointed judge who compels the witness to 
answer questions which he has himself formulated. 

The key word in this passage is "projects" [Entwe!fen]. 
In the typically modern view knowing has the character 
of projection. The most coherent and profound articula
tion of this view is to be found in the thought of Heideg
ger. We shall limit ourselves to a consideration of several 
relevant passages from Being and Time. Decisive for 
mathematical physics, according to Heidegger, is' 

the way in which Nature herself is mathenu~tically projected. In this 
projection something constantly present-at-hand (matter) is 
uncovered beforehand, and the horizon is opened so that one 
may be guided by looking at those constitutive items in it 
which are quantitatively determinable (motion, force, loca
tion, time). Only 'in the light' of a Nature which has been 
projected in this fashion can anything like a 'fact' be found 
and set up for an experiment regulated and delimited in terms 
of this projection . ... In the mathematical projection of na
ture, moreover, what is decisive is not primarily the mathe
matical as such; what is decisive is that this projection discloses 
something that is a priori. Thus the paradigmatic character of 
mathematical natural science ... consists in the fact that the 
entities which it takes as its theme are discovered in it in the 
only way in which entities can be discovered-by the prior 
projection of their state of Being. 

That is to say, man can know entities as they truly are 
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within a particular horizon or under a particular aspect: once 
the horizon or aspect has been projected, man's know
ing is objectively constrained-he need not fear subjec
tive deformations of Being within that horizon or under that 
aspect. This is true not only of scientific projections but 
also, though far more ambiguously, of poetic projections 
as Nietzsche, despite his emphasis on creating values, also 
understood very well. Among many similar passages, we 
consider Beyond Good and Evil, paragraph 2133 : 

Artists seem to have more sensitive noses in these matters, 
knowing all too well that precisely when they no longer do 
anything 'voluntarily' but do everything of necessity, their 
feeling of freedom, subtlety, full power of creative placing, 
disposing and forming reaches its peak-in short that neces
sity and 'freedom of the will' then become one in them. 

Now, according to Heidegger (H, p.187) "all sight is 
grounded primarily in understanding" (~projection): 
there is no sight that does not presuppose some kind of 
projection; the question is only, which of various possi
ble projections will one attempt. By showing that all sight 
is grounded in projection, "we have deprived pure in
tuition (Anschauen) of its priority, which corresponds 
noetically to the priority of the present-at-hand [i.e. the 
eternal] in traditional ontology." Pure looking, too, 
presupposes a projection: contemplation is characterized 
as a "deficiency" (H, p .88) in our having to do with en
tities, achieved by deliberate abstention from authentic 
poetic activity. Such deliberate abstention must be re
garded as a projection, albeit an inauthentic one. (As 
Heidegger puts it in Gelassenheit, written much later, to 
will not to will is already to have willed.) Contemplation 
as deficiency is later discussed under the heading of 
"curiosity". In that later discussion, however, Heideg
ger makes a remarkable admission (H, p.216): "Curiosi
ty has nothing to do with observing entities and 
marvelling at them-thaumazein. To be amazed to the 
point of not understanding is something in which it has 
no interest." 

But-we must say-if the sight that belongs to thau
mazein (as the ancients experienced it) is possible, then 
surely not all sight is grounded in projection. For surely 
the astonishment which somehow "seized" the ancient 
philosophers could not have been compelled by any sort 
of projection, whether scientific or poetic. Indeed any 
such projection would presumably hinder if not preclude 
astonishment, unless perhaps it were to shatter against 
astonishment. And yet perhaps one must undertake some 
sort of projection. One cannot attempt to look in all direc
tions at once without becoming dizzy-at least that much 
must be granted to Heidegger. But what kind of projec
tion occasioned or at least did not preclude, the sight ar
ticulated by Aristotle in the Metaphysics (984 b 11-15): "For 
it is not likely that either fire or earth or any such ele
ment should be the reason why things manifest good-
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ness and beauty both in their being and in their coming 
to be, or that these thinkers should have supposed that 
it was; nor again could it be right to entrust so great a 
matter to spontaneity and chance''? What would it mean 
to speak of a "natural" projection? 

In view of the above considerations we propose to 
formulate the problem posed by Kant's scientific meta
physics of nature provisionally as follows: Mathematical 
natural science knows nature as it truly is in itself, but 
nature is not the whole (~nature in the sense of Aris
totle). That is not to say that there are in the whole other 
"things", above and beyond "natural things" (supersen
sible things, perhaps). It is rather to say that nature (as 
understood by mathematical natural science) is the whole 
viewed under a particular aspect. Hence although mathe
matical natural science knows nature as it truly is in it
self (i.e. without intrinsic distortion), it does not fully 
know nature. Its knowledge of nature suffers from a kind 
of extrinsic (to nature) distortion: to know nature fully 
or without any kind of distortion one would have to know 
nature in the perspective of the whole. But how can one 
gain access to the whole? Must one not always view it 
under a particular aspect (if not under the aspect of 
mathematically determinable nature, then under some 
other particular aspect)? And must not the projection of 
the aspect under which the whole is to be viewed always 
be the result of a decision among possible aspects? But 
if every projection of an aspect rests upon a mere deci
sion, surely the variety of aspects cannot be ranked 
against one another. But if the variety of aspects under 
which it is possible to view the whole cannot be ranked 
against one another, but merely stand side by side, how 
can we possibly have knowledge of the whole? How can 
we even view the whole as a whole without some kind 
of hierarchical integration of the variety of its aspects? 

But what if there were a projection of an aspect that 
did not rest on human decision merely, but into which 
men were forced, as it were, by an irruption from 
without? Would not such a projected aspect be able to 
claim a certain priority (not, to be sure, as though it could 
by itself sufficiently disclose the whole, but as though it 
must be the principle by which the variety of other 
projected aspects must be hierarchically arranged so that, 
as a whole, they could sufficiently disclose the whole)? 

But what might such a projected aspect, compelled as 
it were by an irruption from without, be like? In what 
manner of experience might such n compulsion" 
originate? In something like thaumazein? Not for Kant. In 
something like the categorical imperative? 

II. Moral Philosophy and the Common Man 

Kant's political philosophy is not, strictly speaking, 
democratic but rather republican in the sense, specified 
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by Kant, of representative government conducted in a cer
tain spirit. (See Perpetual Peace, "First Definitive Article".) 
His moral philosophy, however, is radically democratic. 
We begin with a famous passage': 

By inclination I am an inquirer. I feel a consuming thirst for 
knowledge, the unrest which goes with a desire to progress 
in it, and satisfaction in every advance in it. There was a time 
when I believed this constituted the honor of humanity, and 
I despised the common man, who knows nothing. Rousseau 
corrected me in this. This blinding prejudice disappeared and 
I learned to honor man. I would find myself more useless than 
the common laborer if I did not believe that this attitude of 
mine [as an inquirer] can give worth to all others in estab
lishing the rights of mankind. 

Kant elsewhere credits David Hume with having 
awakened him from his "dogmatic slumber''. But to be 
awakened from dogmatic slumber is surely less wonder
ful than to be cured of blindness. Kant confesses that he 
owes more to the wisdom of Rousseau than to the wis
dom of any other man. 

How can Kant's thirst for knowledge as partly 
quenched by his progress in knowledge support or as
sist the common man who, at any rate "by inclination", 
has no interest in philosophy and who, moreover, "is 
well able to distinguish, in all cases that present them
selves, what is good or evil, right or wrong" so that 
"there is no need of science or philosophy for knowing 
what man has to do in order to be honest and good, and 
indeed to be wise and virtuous' '?5 Kant's knowledge can 
be of assistance or, more generally stated, philosophy is 
necessary, because sophistry exists and the common man 
is exposed to it: "Innocence is a splendid thing, only it 
has the misfortune not to keep very well and to be easily 
misled. On this account even wisdom-which in itself 
consists more in doing and not doing than in knowing
does require science as well, not in order to learn from 
it, but in order to win acceptance and durability for its 
own prescriptions." (F, p.73) Sophistry as Kant under
stands it is of two kinds. One kind of sophistry is the oc
casion for Kant's remark in the preface to the second 
edition of the Critique of Pure Reason that "I have there
fore found it necessary to deny knowledge in order to make 
room for faith." That is, the metaphysical (noncritical) po
sition which Kant characterizes as empiricism and which 
asserts that the theses of the antinomies of pure reason 
are false would, if valid, reveal morality as chimerical. 
To prevent this result, Kant must show that the asser
tion of the falsity of the theses is unjustified. True (i.e. 
critical) theoretical philosophy must prevent false theo
retical philosophy from corrupting the common man: its 
mission is essentially defensive. However, Kant does not 
seem to think that false theoretical philosophy will ever 
become popular or politically relevant: "Thus empiricism 
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is entirely devoid of the popularity of transcendentally 
idealizing reason; and however prejudicial such empiri
cism may be to the highest practical principles, there is 
no need to fear that it will ever pass the limits of the 
Schools, and acquire any considerable influence in gen
eral life or any real favor among the multitude." (P, p.429; 
A474~B502) 

The more important kind of sophistry to which the 
common man in hls innocence is exposed, then, does not 
come from a source external to the common man. The 
common man is not simply innocent: the principle of his 
corruption is within him rather than without. Although 
he knows of duty, he is also tempted by happiness, by 
the total satisfaction of his needs and inclinations. From 
this situation there arises a "natural dialectic-that is, a dis
position to quibble with the strict laws of duty, to throw 
doubt on their validity or at least on their purity and strict
ness, and to make them, where possible, more adapted 
to our wishes and inclinations." (F, p.73) But although 
the common man is not unqualifiedly innocent, he is fun
damentally good. When brought to see that to adapt the 
strict laws of duty in any degree to the desire for happi
ness has as its result "to pervert their very foundation 
and destroy their whole dignity", he rejects any such 
adaptation, whose result would be one "which in the end 
even ordinary human reason is unable to approve." 

The weakness or shame of the common man is his 
shortsightedness. The common man, we may say provi
sionally, is corruptible because he is shortsighted in 
regard to the realm of freedom, because by himself he 
does not clearly see the ultimate result of the momentary 
ascendancy of desire for happiness over dutifulness, 
namely that the dignity of the law, hence his own dig
nity or worthiness of respect-his most precious 
possession-is ruined by such an ascendfancy. But the 
strength or glory of the common man is also identical with 
his shortsightedness. For the common man, Kant sup
poses, is likely to be shortsighted in regard to the realm 
of nature; he is likely to lack worldly prudence or shrewd
ness (to say nothing of theoretical science in the strict 
sense). But he need not have worldly prudence or 
shrewdness in order to be good; indeed he is more like
ly to be good if he has neither; lacking worldly prudence 
he is, as it were, driven toward goodness (i.e. strict duti
fulness as unqualified obedience to the categorical imper
ative) as toward a last resort. From this point of view 
(although qualification is required, as we shall see, in view 
of the function of "typics"}, Kant must regard with sus
picion those men without theoretical (i.e. critical) science 
who nevertheless do possess worldly prudence (such as 
Aristotle's gentlemen, perhaps): for them unqualified 
obedience to the categorical imperative is not, or at least 
not obviously, their last best hope for living well. All of 
these points seem to be suggested by the following 
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passage': 

What is required in accordance with the principle of auton
omy of choice is easily and without hesitation seen by the 
commonest intelligence; what is to be done under the presup
position of its heteronomy is hard to see and requires 
knowledge of the world. That is to say, what duty is, is plain 
of itself to everyone, but what is to bring true, lasting advan
tage to our whole existence is veiled in impenetrable obscu
rity, and much prudence is required to adapt the practical 
rule based upon it even tolerably to the ends of life by mak
ing suitable exceptions to it. But the moral law commands 
the most unhesitating obedience from everyone; consequently 
the decision as to what is to be done in accordance with it 
must not be so difficult that even the commonest and most 
unpracticed understanding without any worldly prudence 
should go wrong in making it. 

In view of the fact that both the glory and the shame of 
the common man is his shortsightedness, the philosopher 
bears a peculiar responsibility in regard to him. The 
philosopher must try to correct the common man's short
sightedness respecting the realm of freedom without cor
recting or in any way disturbing his shortsightedness 
respecting the realm of nature. Not only must the 
philosopher carefully refrain from giving the common 
man prudential precepts respecting the realm of nature, 
but he must also carefully avoid the appearance that such 
clarity as he does provide respecting the realm of free
dom is merely ancillary to the desire for happiness as it 
is found in the realm of nature. This is a considerable rhe
torical task, as we shall have occasion to see. 

But the full purport of Kant's democratism in moral 
matters has not yet been brought out. That purport be
comes clear only when it is realized that according to 
Kant's view, democratic morality entails what we may 
call, perhaps a bit too shockingly, democratic ontology. 
Not only is the common man as good as anyone in moral 
matters, but moral matters (rather than physical matters, 
broadly understood, as Aristotle thought) are the way of 
access to the most important truths about the whole, and 
to theological truth in particular. After controverting what 
he takes to be the only possible theoretical proofs for the 
existence of God (ontological, cosmological and physico
teleological) and arguing that on the basis of moral ex
perience the existence of God may be an object of rational 
faith, Kant anticipates an obvious objection (P, pp.651-2; 
A831~ B859): "But I may at once reply: Do you really re
quire that a mode of knowledge which concerns all men 
should transcend the common understanding, and 
should only be revealed to you by philosophers? Precisely 
what you find fault with is the best confirmation of the 
correctness of the above assertions." Not only is it true, 
as Kant believes to have shown amply, that moral phe
nomena, fully available not only to non-theoretical men 
but also, and in a way especially, to non-prudent non-
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theoretical men, provide exclusive access to the most im
portant truths; it is also fitting that it should be so: any
thing different would be unfair. 

In this context we must make one final observation. As 
is especially conspicuous in the Foundations of the 
Metaphysics of Morals, Kant begins with pre-philosophic 
moral experience and claims that, in the decisive respect, 
he does not intend or wish to go beyond that experience; 
surely he intends to say nothing that contradicts that ex
perience; any judgment which so much as seems para
doxical from the point of view of that experience must 
be rejected (Pr, p.8): "A critic who wished to say some
thing against that work [Foundations] really did better than 
he intended when he said that there was no new princi
ple of morality in it but only a new formula. Who would 
want to introduce a new principle of morality and, as it 
were, be its inventor, as if the world had hitherto been 
ignorant of what duty is or had been thoroughly wrong 
about it?" 

This assertion will not seem very remarkable to us if 
we think of Aristotle; but it will seem remarkable indeed 
if we think of two of Kant's most famous successors. 
Hegel and Heidegger both agree with Kant in holding 
that moral phenomena and not natural phenomena are 
the way of access to such truth about the whole as is pos
sible for man. Moreover, both begin from moral 
phenomena as they present themselves in ordinary ex
perience. Both, however, interpret moral phenomena in 
a way that is, to say the least, paradoxical from the point 
of view of ordinary experience, as one could easily show, 
although to do so here would lead us too far afield. But 
Hegel and Heidegger are permitted, at least by their own 
principles, radically to contradict ordinary moral ex
perience: for both of them, although some qualification 
is necessary in the case of Hegel, ordinary moral ex
perience is fundamentally devoid of truth. For Kant, as 
we have said, ordinary moral experience is fundamen
tally truthful. In view of this fact, we must try to deter
mine whether Kant's explication of ordinary moral 
experience is truly faithful to that experience. In partic
ular, we must apply this criterion to Kant's founding of 
the categorical imperative-which is experienced (accord
ing to Kant) as somehow irrupting into man's life from 
without-upon autonomy, which originates wholly with
in man. 

III. The Categorical Imperative as an Irruption 
From Without 

At the conclusion of each of the first two chapters of 
this thesis it has been asserted that according to Kant's 
conception the categorical imperative is an experienced 
reality and, moreover, a particularly impressive one. Its 
impressive character, we have said, is related to Kant's 
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quest for a kind of knowledge that would not presuppose 
a projection by the knower, hence a transformation of the 
known: it was suggested that only a kind of irruption 
from without the knower could make such knowledge 
available. These assertions regarding Kant's conception 
of man's experience of the categorical imperative must 
now be justified. The treatment of the categorical imper
ative in its allegedly irruptive character as presented in 
this chapter will be incomplete, however, for at least two 
reasons: the relation of the categorical imperative to the 
problem of transcendental freedom cannot be fully 
brought out before the thematic discussion of freedom 
(chapter N); and its relation to the autonomy of the will
ing subject cannot be fully brought out before the the
matic discussion of happiness and sublimity (chapter V). 

The categorical imperative is a major theme of both the 
Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals and the Critique 
of Practical Reason. The latter contains Kant's more fully 
considered position and is of primary importance for our 
purposes. But to understand the position of Practical Rea
son, it is helpful to be aware of the difficulties in the po
sition of Foundations which led Kant to the later position. 
We therefore begin with a discussion of the account of 
the categorical imperative found in Foundations. 

In Foundations Kant, following popular moral 
philosophy, as he believes, begins with the concept of 
the good will, which alone is capable of unqualified good
ness. To elucidate this concept, he considers "the con
cept of duty, which includes that of a good will, exposed, 
however, to certain subjective limitations and obstacles" 
(F, p.65). By mere analysis of the concept of duty he be
lieves to show that unless duty rests on a categorical 
imperative-an imperative at once unconditional (i.e. not 
in the form "if ... then") and permitting no exception 
in favor of oneself-it is baseless. 1bis having been 
shown, a crucial task yet remains: "We are still not so 
far advanced as to prove a priori that there actually is an 
imperative of this kind-that there is a practical law which 
by itself commands absolutely and without any further 
motives, and that the following of this law is duty" (F, 
p.92). Kant has proceeded regressively from "good will" 
to "duty" to "categorical imperative"; he now regresses 
one step further, still analytically as he claims, to "prin
ciple of autonomy" (F, pp.98-100). But beyond this 
principle it is no longer possible to proceed by mere 
analysis: we have arrived at an irreducible synthetic 
a priori judgment which as such is in need of justification 
(F, p.112). 

A brief digression: The relationship between the cate
gorical imperative and the principle of autonomy will oc
cupy us later. For now two points are sufficient. First, 
as regards the synthetic a priori judgment which Kant is 
about to attempt to justify (F, pp. 115 ££.), the problem 
is essentially the same whether one supposes the cate-
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gorical imperative to rest upon the principle of autonomy 
or upon some other principle or upon no principle at all: 
one ought to obey the moral law wherever it ultimately 
comes from, and that "ought," over against "is" is the 
core of the problem. Second, whereas Kant had assumed 
that the categorical imperative would be immediately 
recognized by all (even if they themselves had never 
bothered to formulate it so clearly), he implies that the 
principle of autonomy, which he derives from the cate
gorical imperative by mere analysis, had been recognized 
by practically no one before him (F, p. 100): "We need 
not now wonder, when we look back upon all the previ
ous efforts that have been made to discover the principle 
of morality, why they have one and all been bound to 
fail. Their authors saw man as tied to laws by his duty, 
but it never occurred to them that he is subject only to 
laws which are made by himself and yet are universal ... " 

To return to our main argument, what exactly is the 
synthetic a priori judgment which Kant is so anxious to 
prove lest the experience of duty be revealed as "chimer
ical" (F, p.112)? That is not easy to say. His seemingly 
authoritative formulation of it is as follows (F, p.115): "An 
absolutely good will is one whose maxim can always have 
as its content itself considered as a universal law.'' Some
what later, however (F, p.122), he suggests that the judg
ment in need of justification receives its synthetic 
character from the fact that it contains "ought" plus the 
moral law. The "ought" is the result of the transposition 
into the realm of nature of a being who, in the realm of 
freedom "would" obey the moral law. The third, medi
ating term (which is always necessary for the justifica
tion of a synthetic a priori judgment) "in which both of 
them are found" (F, p. 98)-i.e. on this interpretation, 
both the "would" and the "ought"-is then the concept 
of man as residing both in the realm of freedom and in 
the realm of nature. This second formulation of the judg
ment in need of justification seems to bring out Kant's 
argument more clearly than the first. 

At any rate, the justification of the crucial proposition 
requires proof not only of the possibility but also of the 
necessity (F, p.124) of conceiving of man as resident in 
two worlds, in one of which he is free while in the other 
he is subject to sensuous determination. To say nothing 
of the inadequate arguments of Foundations itself re
garding the noumenal/phenomenal duality within man, 
even the argument pertaining to the third antinomy in 
the Critique of Pure Reason establishes at most the possi
bility of so conceiving of man. How show the necessity of 
so conceiving of him? Although alluding (F, p.124) to the 
result of Pure Reason (A553 ~ B561) that reason even 
in its theoretical employment requires the idea of free
dom for regulative purposes, Kant actually limits him
self (as he had in Pure Reason, A802~ B830) to an appeal 
to ordinary experience for the establishment of "practi-
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cal" (as distinct from "transcendental") freedom. In or
dinary experience, the reality of freedom is "grounded 
on a consciousness-and an accepted presupposition
that reason is independent ... of sensibility" (F, p. 125). 
Needless to say, consciousness of oneself as free is of no 
consequence theoretically after the demolition of rational 
psychology in the "Transcendental Dialectic" whereby 
it was established that as regards my actual (noumenal) 
self I can know only that I am, not how or what I am. 

Therefore the attempted justification or deduction of 
the categorical imperative as a synthetic a priori judgment 
in Foundations is unsuccessful. It is unsuccessful because 
if the categorical imperative can be deduced or derived 
at all, it can only be deduced or derived from the free
dom of the will; and as Kant saw quite clearly by the time 
he wrote the Critique of Practical Reason, the categorical 
imperative is itself far more certain, or at any rate more 
immediately certain, than the freedom of the will. 

We turn now to consider the status of the categorical 
imperative in the Critique of Practical Reason. Here we are 
concerned to establish that Kant finally regards the cate
gorical imperative as underivable from anything else and 
also that he regards man's experience of the categorical 
imperative as the experience of an irruption from without. 

In the preface to Practical Reason Kant has a clear state
ment regarding the relation between freedom and the 
moral law (Pr, p.4): "though freedom is certainly the ra
tio essendi of the moral law, the latter is the ratio cognoscendi 
of freedom. For had not the moral law been distinctly 
thought in our reason, we would never have been justi
fied in assuming anything like freedom, even though it 
is not self-contradictory. But if there were no freedom, 
the moral law would never have been encountered in 
us." 

Given the moral law, however, we are not only justi
fied in assuming freedom, but we are required to assume 
freedom. That is, Kant says in effect that ''thou canst be
cause thou oughts!" (Pr, p.30): "He judges, therefore, 
that he can do something because he knows that he 
ought, and he recognizes that he is free-a fact which, 
without the moral law, would have remained unknown 
to him." 

But the question in which we are particularly interested 
is, how, in what manner, are we given the moral law? Kant 
writes (Pr, p.31, emphasis added): "The consciousness 
of this fundamental law may be called a fact of reason, 
since one cannot ferret it out from antecedent data of rea
son, such as the consciousness of freedom (for this is not 
antecedently given) and since it forces itself upon us as 
a synthetic proposition a priori based on no pure or em
pirical intuition.'' 

No deduction of the categorical imperative is possible; 
however, none is necessary. Its validity does receive sup
port from certain theoretical considerations (Pr, p.49): 
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"This kind of credential for the moral law, namely that 
it is itself demonstrated to be the principle of the deduc
tion of freedom as a causality of pure reason, is a suffi
cient substitute for any a priori justification, since 
theoretical reason had to assume at least the possibility 
of freedom in order to fill one of its own needs." But the 
circumstance that acceptance of the moral law as valid 
entails consequences which are perfectly consistent with 
a strange but unavoidable result of Pure Reason, is not 
the strongest reason why the moral law may be accepted 
as valid without a priori justification. The moral law is sim
ply a ''fact'', or as Kant frequently says ''a fact as it were'' 
and therefore "firmly established of itself" (Pr, p.48). The 
possibility, indicated in Foundations that it could be 
"chimerical" was a mere logical possibility, not a real 
possibility. 

The reason why Kant is tempted to call the moral law 
''a fact as it were'' rather than simply a ''fact'' is, it seems, 
that "it forces itself upon us." A "fact as it were" is more, 
not less, impressive than a "fact". Ordinary facts are 
reducible to "objects" "here or there" which we may 
"intendrr and which, if we do not nintend" them, are 
nothing to us. The categorical imperative is not an "ob
ject" "here or there" waiting for us to "intend" it. We 
discover it in action without ulooking" for it. We "see" 
it without "looking" for it; we are forced to "see" it. But 
in view of the strict limitation of ''seeing'' to sense
knowledge in the first Critique, Kant is not able to speak 
of our consciousness of the categorical imperative in quite 
this way. He does, however, in one place speak of it as 
a "revelation". Regarding those thinkers who, while ad
mitting "practical freedom" yet deny "transcendental 
freedom" (for example, Spinoza), Kant writes (Pr, p.97): 
"Thus they deprive us of the great revelation which we 
experience through pure practical reason by means of the 
moral law-the revelation of an intelligible world through 
realization of the otherwise transcendent concept of 
freedom.'' 

A discovery can be forced: we can put nature under our 
conditions and force her to answer our questions. A reve
lation cannot be forced by us: its supremely authoritative 
character rests on its having irrupted into our lives un
solicited from without. This is the essence of Kant's un
derstanding of the categorical imperative as encountered 
by man in moral action: the "fact as it were" is more im
pressive by far than any mere "fact". Whether that un
derstanding is ultimately compatible with Kant's 
putatively analytic regression to the principle of auton
omy as the necessary condition of the categorical imper
ative is another matter. 

For now it is sufficient to notice one other point about 
the passage just quoted. Although man cannot force a 
revelation, he can ''deprive'' himself of a revelation once 
given. In this case he can do so by denying transcendental 
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freedom while admitting practical freedom (as Spinoza 
does). "Therefore it will be necessary to add something 
here as a protection against this delusion and to expose 
empiricism in its naked superficiality" (Pr, p. 97). 

Despite our initial impression, one cannot leave it at 
"Thou canst because thou oughtst." A more comprehen
sive discussion of the possibility of transcendental free
dom is necessary. We proceed to the next chapter. 

IV. The Meanings of Freedom 
Kant's fullest treatment of the problem of the freedom 

of the willing subject is contained in the Critique of Practi
cal Reason. Kant requires two conditions for the establish
ment of human freedom in a sufficiently strong sense: 
negatively, the human actor must be ''transcendentally'' 
free, not merely "practically" or "psychologically" free; 
and positively, true freedom consists in autonomy, i.e. 
submission to such self-legislation as can be consistently 
universalized. In affirming the first condition, Kant re
jects the teaching of Spinoza; in affirming the second con
dition he accepts the teaching of Rousseau. The problem 
of transcendental freedom is emphasized without being 
solved (cf. A803~ B831) in the Critique of Pure Reason. The 
problem of autonomy (regarding which the first Critique 
had been wholly silent) is emphasized in Foundations, 
where the problem of transcendental freedom receives 
less attention. In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant at
tempts to treat the two problems together in a fully com
prehensive way. 

We turn first to Kant's treatment of the problem of tran
scendental freedom and his rejection as untenable of such 
merely practical or psychological freedom as is not sup
ported by transcendental freedom. We confront, as Kant 
did, the teaching of Spinoza (chapter 4, Theologico-Political 
Treatise7 ). Spinoza begins by saying that all law depends 
either on natural necessity or on human decree. 

For example, the law that all bodies, impinging on lesser bod
ies, lose as much of their own motion as they communicate 
to the latter is a universal law of all bodies, and depends on 
natural necessity . ... But the law that men must yield, or 
be compelled to yield, somewhat of their natural right, and 
that they bind themselves to live in a certain way, depends 
on human decrees. Now, though I freely admit that all things 
are predetermined by universal natural laws to exist and oper
ate in a given, fixed and definite manner, I still assert that 
the laws I have just mentioned depend on human decree 
... I have stated that these laws depend on human decree 
because it is well to define and explain things by their proxi
mate causes. The general consideration of fate and the con
catenation of causes would aid us very little in forming and 
arranging our ideas concerning particular questions. Let us 
add that as to the actual co-ordination and concatenation of 
things, that is how things are ordained and linked together, 
we are obviously ignorant; therefore it is more profitable for 
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right living, nay it is necessary for us to consider things as 
contingent. 

In his discussion of the third antinomy in the Critique of 
Pure Reason, Kant agrees with Spinoza that we do in fact 
judge human actions as if they were free. According to 
Kant, in so judging we presuppose a phenomenallnou
menal distinction, i.e. we presuppose the essential time
lessness of the acting subject. Consider "a malicious lie 
by which a certain confusion has been caused in society." 

We proceed in this enquiry just as we should in ascertaining 
for a given natural effect the series of its determining causes. 
But although we believe that the action is thus determined, 
we none the less blame the agent, not indeed on account of 
his unhappy disposition, nor on account of the circumstances 
that have influenced him, nor even on account of his previ
ous way of life; for we presuppose that we can leave out of 
consideration what this way of life may have been, that we 
can regard the past series of conditions as not having occurred 
and the act as being completely unconditioned by any preced
ing state, just as if the agent in and by himself began in this 
action an entirely new series of consequences ... in the mo
ment when he utters the lie, the guilt is entirely his. 

Granted that we do in fact judge in such a way, the ques
tion is whether, apart from considerations of social util
ity, we judge justly thereby. Kant thinks that we do. So 
far is he, at least in this respect, from being a "fiction
alist" in the sense of Vaihinger, that he simply denies 
that we have a right to employ the concept of practical 
freedom without also maintaining transcendental free
dom: "The denial of transcendental freedom must, there
fore, involve the elimination of all practical freedom." (P, 
p.465; A534~ B562). Again in Practical Reason he writes 
emphatically (Pr, p.100): "Without transcendental free
dom, which is its [freedom's] proper meaning, and which 
is alone a priori practical, no moral law and no accounta
bility to it are possible." Once more: "And if the free
dom of our will were nothing else than the latter, i.e. 
psychological and comparative and not at the same time 
also transcendental or absolute, it would in essence be 
no better than the freedom of a turnspit, which when 
once wound up also carries out its motions of itself." 

However, our freedom is not that of a turnspit; ''the 
judicial sentences of that marvellous faculty in us called 
conscience" testify otherwise: "as a pain, repentance is 
entirely legitimate" (Pr, pp. 101-2). Generally stated: the 
viewpoint of the actor is more authoritative than the view
point of the spectator. But on what other basis than "thou 
canst because thou oughts!" does Kant affirm transcen
dental freedom? Spinoza too, after all, admitted that there 
was such an experience as repentance, though he denied 
its (non-political) legitimacy. According to Kant we are 
finally justified in affirming transcendental freedom by 
the convergence of the testimony of conscience with a 
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requirement of theoretical reason, namely the require
ment that reason think an uncaused or spontaneous 
cause. The theoretical requirement is stated at Pure Rea
son A533~B561: 

Hence the causality of the cause, which itself happens or comes 
to be, must itself in turn have a cause; and thus the entire 
field of experience, however far it may extend, is transformed 
into a sum-total of the merely natural. But since in this way 
no absolute totality of conditions determining causal relations 
can be obtained, reason creates for itself the idea of a spon
taneity which can begin to act of itself, without requiring to 
be determined to action by an antecedent cause in accordance 
with the law of causality. 

Transcendental freedom is established by the conver
gence of the need of theoretical reason to think sponta
neity with the experience of conscience which tells men 
that repentance is legitimate. The convergence is partic
ularly impressive according to Kant because "This agree
ment was by no means sought after." On the basis of 
this convergence we must assert that man is free, even 
if we could so well know the natural (=temporal) condi
tions of his action that "his future conduct could be 
predicted with as great a certainty as the occurrence of 
a solar orlunar eclipse." (Pr, p.103) Contrary to Spinoza, 
the assertion of man's practical freedom and responsi
bility is not a mere convenient fiction; it is just. 

We turn now to consider Kant's teaching regarding the 
positive meaning of freedom. Freedom in the full sense 
is more than the spontaneity or essential timelessness of 
the willing subject; freedom is not license to do as one 
likes; freedom is obedience to law. But an absolutely deci
sive qualification is necessary: freedom in the full sense 
consists in obedience to a law which we give to ourselves. 
In this respect Kant follows Rousseau (Social Contract, 
book 1, chapter 8): "For just as motivation by sheer appe
tite is slavery, so obedience to self-imposed law is free
dom." Kant's term for self-legislation is "autonomy". 
The alternative to autonomy is heteronomy, i.e. obe
dience to a law originating without rather than within the 
willing self. The heteronomous principle par excellence is 
happiness. The affirmation of the principle of autonomy 
as the supreme principle of morality presupposes the cri
tique of happiness as a principle of morality. This is not 
obvious; to see that it is so, we turn to Kant's introduc
tion of the principle of autonomy in the second section 
of Foundations. 

There are two main kinds of imperatives: categorical 
and hypothetical. The former has the form: "do this." 
The latter has the form: "if you desire that, do this". 
From experience we know that the moral law presents 
itself in the former mode, i.e., as Kant puts it, we ex
perience the moral law as unconditioned. But is not the 
force of a conditioned requirement identical with that of 
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an unconditioned requirement if the condition of the con
ditioned requirement is necessarily given? It would seem 
so. (It will not, or at least not obviously, suffice to object 
that "do this" differs from "do this if you desire that, 
which in fact you necessarily desire" in that the latter in
volves two terms whereas the former involves only one: 
as we shall see, the former too necessarily involves a se
cond term, namely respect or, correlatively, sublimity.) 

As it happens, Kant does think that there is one condi
tion that is necessarily given, namely the desire for hap
piness, corresponding to which there is what Kant calls 
an assertoric imperative, which he treats as a special case 
of hypothetical imperatives. Now, necessity appears to 
be the requirement to be met by a principle of morality: 
"Laws must completely determine the will as will ... 
They must thus be categorical, otherwise they would not 
be Jaws, for they would lack the necessity which, in order 
to be practical, must be completely independent of patho
logical conditions, i.e. conditions related only contin
gently to the will." Since happiness is not related only 
contingently to the will, but is necessarily related to every 
human will, why cannot happiness serve as the princi
ple of morality? (We abstract here from Kant's dubious 
assertion that only what is a priori can be truly necessary, 
so that happiness is desired universally by a mere 
"natural necessity". This abstraction will be justified 
in chapter 5.) The reason why happiness cannot so serve 
is that "the concept of happiness is so indeterminate a 
concept." (F, p. 85) To begin with, different men believe 
that different things will make them happy, as Aristotle, 
in his book about happiness, had also recognized. But 
might there not be among the variety of understandings 
of happiness, one sovereign understanding of happiness 
that somehow contains the "truth" of the variety of un
derstandings? Following Aristotle, we consider the desire 
for "knowledge and insight." Then we must realize that 
"this might perhaps merely give him an eye so sharp that 
it would make evils at present hidden from him and yet 
unavoidable seem all the more frightful or would add a 
load of still further needs to the· desires which already 
give him trouble enough." By "knowledge and insight" 
Kant surely does not mean contemplative metaphysics, 
which he believes to be impossible for reasons stated in 
the first Critique. Whether contemplative metaphysics, if 
it were possible, would make men happy is a question 
which Kant does not raise. 

We shall return to this subject again. For now it is suffi
cient to notice that the denial that man's duty can be dis
covered in the empirical or natural, i.e. the denial that 
in order to discover what operations they ought to per
form men can take their bearings by happiness, rests 
upon two premises, neither of which is self-evident. One 
is that what is not required of all men because not possi
ble for all men (e.g. quest for knowledge) is not necessarily 
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required of any man or that duty in order to be duty must 
require the same of all men: otherwise the heterogeneity 
of the natural, i.e. the fact that different men believe that 
different things will make them happy, could not dis
qualify happiness as the principle of morality and com
pel resort to the a priori, i.e. to autonomy as the principle 
of morality. The second is that the claim of knowledge 
in particular to make men happy presents itself equivo
cally to those few men to whom it does somehow present 
itself, i.e. even those few men who experience a voca
tion to knowledge have reason to suspect that knowledge 
may not make them happy. 

But even if one were to hold that knowledge does make 
some few men truly happy, and therewith that 
philosophy constitutes their end, i.e. constitutes the oper
ation which they ought to perform and in that sense their 
duty, the difficulty indicated by Kant's first premise still 
remains. Leo Strauss' writes: "According to Aristotle 
man is by nature meant for the life of human excellence; 
the end is universal in the sense that no man's life can 
be understood, or seen as what it is, except in the light 
of that end." But according to Aristotle human excellence 
as the end of man is ultimately identical with the life of 
contemplation, which is possible only for a few. In the 
light of this end, how must the life of the non
contemplative men, i.e. the life of almost all men, appear? 
In the last analysis, from Aristotle's point of view, as in
strumental to the contemplative life of the few. The "good 
life" as superior to "mere life" has unqualifiedly valu
able content only for the few contemplative men, 
although it is for the sake of a good life that all men some
how choose to live in cities. This is not to deny that the 
non-contemplative men are better off in the city than they 
would be without the city. It is only to say that the highest 
good simply, possible only for a few, is radically incom
parable with the highest good that is available within 
non-contemplative experience which, according to 
Aristotle, is necessarily the only experience of the many. 
Kant must regard such a situation as intolerable for rea
sons, we must say, far closer to the teaching of Chris
tianity than to modern democratic ideology which also, 
of course, must regard such a situation as intolerable. And 
yet one is forced to wonder whether Christian thought, 
which must no doubt insist that salvation (as the highest 
good simply) is possible for all men, can unqualifiedly 
deny the superiority of contemplation to action without 
at the same time collapsing the first commandment of love 
wholly into the second commandment of Jove. Concern
ing this problem we can say nothing more here: a com
parison of Aristotle, Augustine and Aquinas in regard to 
the meaning of contemplation and happiness might be 
the beginning of an adequate formulation of the problem. 

At any rate, only after the elimination of the possi
bility of an empirical (=experiential= natural) source of 
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the principle of morality is Kant able to conclude to an 
a priori source, i.e. pure reason itself as self-legislating. 
Even so, in the Foundations Kant comes to this conclusion 
somewhat tentatively (F, p. 99): "Thus the principle that 
every human will is a will which by all its maxims enacts 
universal law-provided only that it were right in other 
ways-would be well-suited to a categorical imperative 
in this respect: that precisely because of the Idea of mak
ing universal law it is based on no interest and conse
quently can alone among all possible imperatives be 
unconditioned.'' 

There are three points to be noted in this passage. First, 
the categorical imperative is the primary datum: it is to 
it that the principle of autonomy must be well or ill suited. 
Second, although well-suited in one respect, there are 
other ways in which the principle of autonomy might be 
right or wrong: there are other relevant criteria. Third, 
contrary to what Kant implies here, we may say provi
sionally that according to Kant's usage, an imperative 
may be unconditioned (since "conditioned by a neces
sarily given condition''=''unconditioned'') even when 
based on an interest: that is, respect is a different kind of 
interest than happiness, but it is still an interest, the im
portant point being that it is a necessary interest. The ac
tual requirement, then, for the unconditioned character 
of an imperative is not that it be based on no interest but 
rather that the interest on which it is based be necessary 
rather than contingent. 

The third point as just developed, however, is open to 
an important objection: is it fair to impute to Kant the 
view that man's obedience to duty is based on an interest, 
i.e. on respect for the law, which is equivalent to self
respect? Kant obviously wishes to distinguish sharply 
between taking an interest in an action and acting from 
interest (F, p.81) and this appears to be a reasonable dis
tinction. Yet Kant appears to make this distinction with
in his own position while denying its use to what we may 
call the Aristotelian position. Otherwise stated, Kant 
tacitly identifies Aristotle with Epicurus (compare Practi
cal Reason, pp.21-23; also p.115, where he says that with 
respect to the relation of virtue and happiness, "of the 
ancient Greek schools, there were only two opposing 
each other on this issue-Epicureanism and Stoicism"). 
This identification has two stages. To begin with, Kant 
implicitly reduces "happiness" in Aristotle's sense to 
"pleasure". How far is he justified in doing so? Without 
attempting to explain fully what Aristotle understands 
by happiness, we may at least emphasize that he does 
not understand happiness as an end of human activity 
in the sense that particular human activities might be 
more or less effective means of bringing it about (as a rain
dance brings about a shower, but the use of certain chem
icals brings it about-perhaps-better). Aristotle does not 
contradict himself when he says both that contemplation 
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is for its own sake and that contemplation is for the sake 
of happiness: happiness is (morally or intellectually) vir
tuous activity. However, as a provisional statement, the 
reduction of happiness in Aristotle's sense to pleasure 
is not wholly illicit. Surely Aristotle supposes, without 
embarrassment, that (morally or intellectually) virtuous 
activity is also on the whole pleasant activity, and in par
ticular that the most virtuous activity-contemplation
is the most pleasant. Aristotle insists, however, that pleas
ures must be understood in terms of activities rather than 
activities in terms of pleasures: pleasures must be ranked, 
and this must be done in accordance with the rank of the 
activities to which they specifically pertain. These activi
ties must in turn be ranked in accordance with the charac
ter of the human soul. (It is at this point, of course, that 
the tenability of Aristotle's strict separation between ''the
oretical reason" and "practical reason" becomes ques
tionable: within active or political life, prudence may be 
enough; but is prudence sufficient for the choice between 
the life of_ action and the life of contemplation?) 

In view of these and other considerations, Aristotle's 
conclusion in regard to the moral problem of pleasure is 
that pleasure is essentially good, even though base men 
find pleasure in base activities. For Aristotle, no psycho
logical problem (as we would say) arises in regard to pleas
ure. For Kant, however, the moral problem in regard to 
pleasure is inseparable from, if not identical with, the psy
chological problem in regard to pleasure. Kant's thesis 
is therefore as follows: Since the virtuous man accord
ing to Aristotle knows and cannot but know when he 
chooses the good that he is also thereby choosing the 
pleasant, he must be choosing the good for the sake of 
the pleasure which it must yield: hence he behaves im
morally though legally. 

Similarly, however, since Kant must admit that in 
choosing to do his duty the virtuous man according to 
Kant knows and cannot but know that such a choice will 
enhance his self-respect, why could not one say that he 
does his duty for the sake of enhancing his self-respect? 
It would seem therefore to be fair to state Aristotle's the
sis and Kant's thesis at least provisionally in the same 
way: either to say that in both cases moral imperatives 
are "based on" an interest (whether in happiness or 
respect) or, more adequately-especially in view of Kant's 
assertion (F, p.75) that it is impossible for men to discover 
their actual motives in such matters-to say that in both 
cases moral imperatives are ''invariably accompanied by'' 
an interest (whether in happiness or in respect). In either 
case, we recall, Kant would require that the interest be 
necessarily rather than merely contingently related to the 
human will: if happiness may not be excluded-anymore 
than respect-as a principle of morality on the ground 
that it is a mercenary, hence immoral principle, it may 
yet be disqualified on the ground that, even abstracting 
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from the indeterminateness of its concept, it is not neces
sarily related to the will in the way in which respect is. 
This question will be taken up again when we have said 
more about the phenomenon of respect. 

V. Happiness and Sublimity 

The critique of happiness as a principle of morality does 
not entail the rejection of happiness as an authentic good. 
The summum bonum toward which all men strive, accord
ing to Kant, comprises not only virtue (=worthiness of 
happiness) but also happiness itself, however one may 
understand happiness: the fact that "the concept of hap
piness is so indeterminate a concept", although it deci
sively disqualifies happiness as a principle of morality, 
does not disqualify happiness as a constituent of the sum
mum bonum. It is true that within the summum bonum hap
piness is subordinate to virtue. Kant's most striking 
statement to this effect occurs at the beginning of Foun
dations. After arguing that had happiness been nature's 
purpose in regard to man, it would have been better 
served by instinct than by reason, he asserts that nature's 
unconditional purpose in regard to man is the develop
ment of a good will (=virtue), for which purpose reason 
is indispensable. If that unconditional purpose is accom
plished, the cultivation of reason ''may even reduce hap
piness to less than zero without nature proceeding 
contrary to her purpose" (F, p. 64). 

Yet although happiness is properly subordinate to vir
tue, it is an indispensable constituent of the summum 
bonum. Not to regard it as such is, according to Kant, in 
a way contrary to ~'nature''. We consider his discussion 
of Stoicism in Practical Reason (Pr, pp.131-2). The Stoics 
were right, as against the Epicureans, in choosing virtue 
as their supreme practical principle. But they made sev
eral grave mistakes. First, they thought that man could 
be strictly virtuous in this life, partly because they "ex
aggerated the moral capacity of man ... beyond all the 
limits of his nature, making it into something which is 
contradicted by all our knowledge of men", and partly 
because they underestimated the requirements of virtue. 
("But all this they could not have done had they con
ceived this law in the same purity and rigor as does the 
precept of the Gospel.") Second, "they also refused to 
accept the second component of the highest good, i.e. 
happiness, as a special object of human desire." They 
made their sage "like a god in the consciousness of the 
excellence of his person, wholly independent of nature 
(as regards his own contentment), exposing him to the 
evils of life, but not subjecting him to them." But, Kant 
continues remarkably, "the voice of their own nature 
could have sufficiently refuted this." 

Happiness is therefore an indispensable element of the 
summum bonum. Not only virtue but also happiness 
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proportioned to virtue may reasonably be required by 
man. Yet Kant is sure that in this world we do not en
counter happiness proportioned to virtue. Happiness 
must therefore belong to "a world invisible to us now 
but hoped for" (P, B841). It is true that not all moral 
philosophers have considered another world necessary 
for the equalization of happiness and virtue, but Kant can 
scarcely fathom those who have not: "When we see our
selves obliged to seek at such distance-namely in the 
context of an intelligible world-the possibility of the 
highest good which reason presents to all rational beings 
as the goal of all their moral wishes, it must appear 
strange that philosophers of both ancient and modern 
times have been able to find happiness in very just 
proportion to virtue in this life (in the world of sense) or 
at least have been able to convince themselves of it." If 
happiness is to be proportionate to virtue at all, we must 
postulate the existence of God and the immortality of the 
soul. 

Kant therefore dissents from the "optimism" of Aris
totle in particular. At first glance Kant's requirement of 
another world for the equalization of virtue and happi
ness appears to be Christian in inspiration (if we disregard 
Kant's insistence that God be strictly just rather than mer
ciful). However, whereas Augustine (City of God Book 1, 
chapter 8) both requires and believes to find that even in 
the vicissitudes of man's temporal existence God's just 
intervention is sometimes operative although-lest we be
come mercenary-not systematically operative; Kant, 
although he might believe to find signs of particular provi
dence, apparently would not require any such signs as a 
condition of his rational faith. In this respect Christian 
tradition, insofar as that is authentically represented by 
Augustine, is far bolder than Kant in demanding happi
ness for man on earth. 

We resume Kant's argument. Happiness proportioned 
to virtue (in this life) is not the hallmark of human excel
lence. If it were, human excellence would be non
existent. But there is a quality which overcomes "the 
curse of creaturely worthlessnessn, as Max Weber once 
called it. That quality is sublimity. Sublimity is strictly cor
relative to respect. This is brought out clearly in Practical 
Reason (pp.74-92: "the incentives of pure practical rea
son") but is also implied in Foundations (especially p.107). 
We respect the moral law because it mortifies our incli
nations and humiliates our self-conceit: "thus respect for 
the law cannot be attributed to a supreme being or even 
to one free from all sensibility, since to such a being there 
could be no obstacle to practical reason" (Pr, p.79). In 
respecting the moral law we respect ourselves as givers 
of the moral law, i.e. as givers of the moral law in the 
face of natural obstacles and as thereby exalted above all 
natural obstacles (F, p.107). 

Moreover, the feeling of respect "is the only one which 
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we can know completely a priori and the necessity of 
which we can discern." Herein lies its superiority to hap
piness as an interest "invariably accompanying" (c£. 
chapter 4) moral imperatives: happiness, though related 
to the will of every man, is not so related a priori. 
However, although respect alone is related to the will a 
priori, we must notice that it never comes into effect except 
in opposition to inclinations which must be given in ex
perience. It becomes more difficult to understand how 
respect carries with it a stricter necessity than happiness. 
We are inclined to wonder whether the principle of au
tonomy is not heteronomous, i.e. whether, as Hegel sug
gested, its existential significance, as distinct from its 
logical significance, does not absolutely require the exis
tence of a hostile world. We must therefore consider seri
ously the possibility that happiness and respect or 
sublimity are, despite Kant's protestations to the contrary, 
of equal rank as regards their formal characteristics, i.e. 
as regards their universality and necessity as possibili
ties of human life. We must consider seriously the possi
bility that Kant's moral teaching invites us to decide 
between happiness and sublimity as authoritative prin
ciples of human life according to essentially substantive 
rather than formal criteria. 

In order to establish more precisely the significance of 
the concept of sublimity in Kant's moral philosophy-a 
concept employed by Kant with striking frequency whose 
parallel use would be impossible to imagine in Plato, 
Aristotle, Augustine or Aquinas-we turn to his thematic 
discussion of the sublime in the Critique of Judgment. 

Whereas the judgment of the beautiful involves the 
free play of the imagination with the concepts of the 
understanding (though not with any determinate con
cept), the judgment of the sublime involves the free play 
of the imagination with the ideas of reason. The mathe
matically sublime is distinguished from the dynamically 
sublime: they are exemplified respectively by the immen
sity and the might of nature. 

But nature can be called sublime only in improper 
speech, for it is only our own rational self which is truly 
sublime. Regarding the immensity of nature, "in our ra
tional faculty we find a different, non-sensuous standard, 
which has that infinity itself under it as a unity, in com
parison with which everything in nature is small, and 
thus in our own mind we find a superiority to nature even 
in its immensity.' ' 10 It is the same with the might of na
ture, or the dynamically sublime: "And so also the ir
resistibility of its might, while making us realize our own 
physical impotence, considered as beings of nature, dis
closes to us a faculty of judging independently of and a 
superiority over nature. Thus humanity in our person re
mains unhumiliated, though the individual might have 
to submit to this dominion" (J, p.101). 

And in conclusion: "Sublimity, therefore, does notre-
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side in anything of nature, but only in our mind, in so 
far as we can become conscious that we are superior to 
nature within, and therefore also to nature without us 
(so far as it influences us)" (J, p.104). 

Rational man, so far from being a pupil of nature, must 
forcibly subdue and belittle nature by means of a yoke 
wholly of his own devising (the idea of infinity thought 
as unity) even in order to measure nature: this is the 
meaning of pure theoretical reason. Rational man, so far 
from being inclined by a friendly nature toward his own 
proper end, must resist with all his strength (wherever 
that may have come from) the meretricious allure of na
ture's principle, the principle of happiness, which prin
ciple merely disguises the fact that man is radically 
threatened by nature: this is the meaning of pure practi
cal reason. Man is radically threatened by nature in such 
a way however, that his greatness, his dignity, his excel
lence consists in his sovereign contempt for all that nature 
(in the guise either of storms at sea or of those of his 
fellow sensuous-rational creatures who are sensuously 
determined) can do to him. There is a limit to the good
ness that is possible for him: he can do no more than obey 
the moral law in every case: as regards morality in the 
narrow sense, he can be no better than God. But there 
is no limit to the sublimity that is possible for him, for 
that depends upon the degree of nature's hostility toward 
him, to which no limit can be assigned in advance. This, 
we venture to say, is the core of Kant's pre-scientific 
metaphysics of nature. 

But what of hope, what of happiness, both of which 
Kant affirms in a way? Would not a more moderate in
terpretation accommodate both sublimity and happiness 
as hallmarks of human excellence according to Kant? But 
is this not absurd? If ever it was necessary to choose be
tween alternative hallmarks of human excellence, it is 
necessary to choose between sublimity and happiness. 
In view of a good many tendencies, epitomized by the 
most famous passage of the Critique of Practical Reason 
(which passage must be understood in its context) one 
is inclined to think that Kant chose sublimity: "Two 
things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admi
ration and awe, the oftener and more steadily we reflect 
on them: the starry heavens above me and the moral law 
within me.'' 

VI. Nature and Morality Reconsidered 

We have said that happiness and sublimity radically 
contend in Kant's moral philosophy: one or the other, 
but ultimately not both, must redeem "the curse of crea
turely worthlessness." We have said that in the end Kant 
inclines toward sublimity as the hallmark of human ex
cellence. This inclination is not unrelated to Kant's subor
dination of religious consciousness to moral 
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consciousness, 11 but it is actually broader than that subor
dination: even within strictly moral consciousness, Kant 
rejects the attempt of "the ancient Greek schools" to con
trive "an identity between such extremely heterogene
ous concepts as those of happiness and virtue" (Pr, 
pp .115-16). The extreme heterogeneity of happiness and 
virtue reflects the extreme heterogeneity of nature and 
morality. Perhaps Kant's most radical statement of this 
heterogeneity is the following (Pr, p .86; emphasis added): 
"For since he is a creature, and consequently is always 
dependent with respect to what he needs for complete 
satisfaction with his condition, he can never be wholly 
free from desires and inclinations which, because they 
rest on physical causes, do not themselves agree with 
the moral law, which has an entirely different source." 
However, there remain two Kantian doctrines for us to 
consider which suggest that the sources of the realm of 
freedom and the realm of nature are not "entirely differ
ent". One is Kant's doctrine of teleological judgment; the 
other is his doctrine of the "typic". We must review these 
doctrines briefly if our presentation of Kant's view of 
the relation of morality to nature is to avoid drastic over
simplification. 

In the introduction to the Critique of Judgment Kant 
declares that the third Critique is intended as a means of 
combining the concepts of the realm of nature and the 
realm of freedom (J, p.12): 

Now even if an immeasurable gulf is fixed between the sen
sible realm of the concept of nature and the supersensible 
realm of the concept of freedom, so that no transition is pos
sible from the first to the second, yet the second is meant to 
have an influence upon the first. The concept of freedom is 
meant to actualize in the world of sense the purpose proposed 
by its laws, and consequently nature must be so thought that 
the conformity to law of its form at least harmonizes with the 
possibility of the purposes to be effected in it according to 
the laws of freedom. There must, therefore, be a ground of 
the unity of the supersensible, which lies at the basis of na
ture, with that which the concept of freedom practically 
contains. 

The faculty of judgment, in its reflective (as distinct 
from determinate) employment, spans the gulf by dic
tating that we shall hypothetically project the form of pur
pose onto nature, with reference especially to organized 
beings (since "it is absurd ... to hope that another 
Newton will arise in the future who shall make com
prehensible by us the production of a blade of grass ac
cording to natural laws which no design has ordered" 
(J, p.248)) but ultimately with reference to the whole of 
nature, since the inability of mechanical laws to explain 
any part of nature constitutes a failure in principle to ex
plain the whole of nature. 

Although at times Kant speaks of this projection of 
purpose as a mere (optional) heuristic principle, on the 
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whole he maintains that the mechanically inexplicable 
character of a blade of grass (for example) absolutely re
quires such a principle. The principle of natural purpose 
is then the basis for a physical teleology which, while 
only a preparation for theology, and in need of being 
completed by moral teleology (which contributes con
siderably more to the possibility of theology) is yet not 
altogether negligible (J, p.307): 

For the theoretical reflective judgment, physical teleology 
sufficiently proves from the purposes of nature an intelligent 
world cause; for the practical judgment, moral teleology es
tablishes it by the concept of a final purpose, which it is forced 
to ascribe to creation in a practical point of view. The objec
tive reality of the idea of God as moral author of the world 
cannot, it is true, be established by physical purposes alone. 
But nevertheless, if the cognition of these purposes is com
bined with that of the moral purpose, they are, by virtue of 
the maxim of pure reason which bids us seek unity of-princi
ples so far as is possible, of great importance for the practical 
reality of that idea, by bringing in the reality which it has for 
the judgment in a theoretical point of view. 

However, although according to its introduction one of 
the chief purposes of the Critique of Judgment is to reveal 
such a (partial) harmonization of the realm of nature and 
the realm of freedom as has just been sketched, in the 
concluding passages of the book (J, p.331) Kant declares 
that such a harmonization is fundamentally superfluous: 

The moral proof ... would preserve all its force if we found 
in the world no material, or only that which is doubtful, for 
physical teleology. It is possible to conceive of rational be
ings surrounded by a nature which displayed no clear trace 
of organization, but only the effects of a mere mechanism of 
crude matter ... and yet reason, which here gets no guidance 
from natural concepts, would find in the concept of freedom 
and in the moral idea founded thereon a practically sufficient 
ground for postulating the concept of the original Being in 
conformity with these. 

Kant's final word on the relation of the realm of freedom 
to the realm of nature is therefore that the realm of free
dom need find no support at all in the realm of nature, 
although in fact it does find a little support. The ascent 
to ontology, and in particular to theology, begins essen
tially from moral, not natural, phenomena. 

We turn to Kant's doctrine of the "typic", limiting our
selves to the barest indication of the issues involved. In 
Practical Reason (pp.70-74) Kant says of the typic that its 
relation to practical reason is analogous to the relation 
of the schema to theoretical reason: both perform a medi
ating function between the a priori and the empirical. 
There is one primary typic of the moral law, of which 
other typics may presumably be regarded as specifica
tions: "Ask yourself whether, if the action which you pro
pose should take place by a law of nature of which you 
yourself were a part, you would regard it as possible 
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through your will." Although the term "typic" does not 
appear in Foundations, several interesting examples of the 
employment of typics in moral judgment do occur there. 
We attend to one in particular. 

After Kant has stated the categorical imperative for the 
first time in Foundations (F, p.88), he gives an alternative 
version of it: "Act as if the maxim of your action were 
to become through your will a universal law of nature." 
This version, according to Practical Reason, is a type of the 
categorical imperative, and Kant makes use of it in ap
plying the moral law in four illustrations that immedi
ately follow. The third illustration (F, p.90) concerns 
whether a man is duty-bound to develop his "natural" 
talents so far as possible, even though "a system of na
ture could indeed subsist" even if he did not. Kant con
cludes that a man is so bound, for a reason which is stated 
clearly somewhat later, after still another version (appar
ently, another type) of the categorical imperative has been 
formulated, enjoining that humanity in oneself as in 
others be treated not only as a means but also as an end: 
"Now there are in humanity capacities for greater per
fection which form part of nature's purpose for humanity 
in our person. To neglect these can admittedly be com
patible with the maintenance of humanity as an end in it
self, but not with the promotion of this end" (F, p.97). 

Kant indicates that here he speaks of imperfect or 
meritorious rather than perfect or strict duty. Still, it is 
clear that in the long run Kant is not satisfied with purely 
formal ethics; and that when he wishes to give some 
minimal substantive content to duty, he expresses him
self in terms of natural teleology. One can only say that 
on the basis of the first Critique, as not decisively modi
fied by the third Critique, such expressions appear to be 
essentially without foundation, however commonsensi
cally plausible they may be. Moreover, aside from the 
difficulties posed by the conclusions of Kant's theoreti
cal metaphysics, Kant's manifest pre-scientific orienta
tion in this matter induces one to wonder whether "na
ture's purpose for humanity" is not both figured out and 
achieved by man in despite of nature's hostility rather than 
given to man by a friendly nature who inclines man 
toward what is good for him and on the whole supports 
rather than thwarts those inclinations which she has 
given him. The pre-scientific orientation to which we 
refer emerges clearly from the following characteristic pas
sage in "Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopoli
tan Intent' ' 12 : 

In this, Nature seems to have moved with the strictest par
simony, and to have measured her animal gifts precisely to 
the most stringent needs of a beginning existence, just as if 
she had willed that, if man ever did advance from the lowest 
barbarity to the highest skill and mental perfection and there
by worked himself up to happiness (so far as it is possible 
on earth), he alone should have the credit and should have 
only himself to thank-exactly as if she aimed more at his ra-
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tiona! self-esteem than at his well-being. 

VII. Conclusion 
We now briefly review the results of our investigation 

of Kant's moral philosophy. 
Moral phenomena, not natural phenomena, are the 

basis for the ascent to ontology, and in particular to the
ology: moral phenomena, while not simply sufficient for 
the disclosure of the whole of Being, are yet our best, and 
ultimately our only way of access to the whole of Being. 
The categorical imperative is the moral phenomenon par 
excellence. The 11fact as it were" is far more impressive 
than any mere "fact" because it irrupts into our lives un
solicited from without. We need not look for it in order 
to see it; we are forced to see it. What we need to look 
for or desire to establish we thereby distort. The categor
ical imperative is more authoritative than the findings of 
natural science because it forces itself upon us uncondi
tionally, whereas they are conditioned by our questions. 

The categorical imperative, hence ultimate truth so far 
as that is knowable by man, is accessible to all men. The 
common man, the man without theoretical science, is in 
a way more susceptible to its revelation than the man with 
theoretical science, although the conclusions of true (i.e. 
critical) theoretical science, while they cannot indepen
dently establish, nevertheless cannot contradict, what is 
revealed by the categorical imperative. The common man 
is in a way especially susceptible to the revelation if he 
lacks prudential knowledge of the world, of the realm of 
nature: he is in that case not tempted to risk disobedience 
to the infinitely simple categorical imperative. 

The categorical imperative is experienced by all men as 
a constraint from without, an unconditioned constraint 
(whose form is never "if ... then" where "if" is optional) 
and one that permits no exception in favor of oneself. But 
mere analysis reveals that its true origin is within man: 
autonomy is the ground of the categorical imperative. 
Whereas all men recognize, however vaguely, the cate
gorical imperative, Kant is the discoverer of the princi
ple of autonomy. At first glance it appears that no one 
before Kant discovered the principle of autonomy as the 
ultimate ground of man's experience of duty because no 
one before Kant had undertaken a critique of pure rea
son. But the immediately relevant assertion of the first 
Critique, namely that necessity can never arise from the 
merely empirical, i.e. from nature (even if we ignore the 
prima facie difference between the necessity proper to 
moral imperatives and that proper to physical regulari
ties) is rather assumed than proven by the first Critique. 

Moreover, Kant's argument for autonomy as the 
supreme principle of morality rests only partly on the 
above-mentioned assertion. The more important part of 
his argument concerns specifically moral phenomena 
without reference to physical science. That is, Kant con-
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eludes to the principle of autonomy as the ground of the 
categorical imperative only after having eliminated the 
natural or empirical candidate, i.e. happiness. His most 
important arguments against happiness as a principle of 
morality are ultimately independent of the first Critique. 
They are chiefly three. The most obvious is that happi
ness is a mercenary principle, hence not truly moral. But 
this assertion, as we have pointed out, is questionable: 
The fact that pleasure is known by Aristotle's virtuous 
man to accompany his virtuous action no more convicts 
him of being mercenary than does the fact that Kant's 
virtuous man knows that self-respect will accompany his 
virtuous action convict him of being mercenary. 

The other two foundations of Kant's critique of happi
ness as the principle of morality are less obvious: indeed, 
he hardly mentions them, so much does he take them 
for granted. However, they are neither unimportant nor 
unquestionable. The first is that different men believe that 
different things will make them happy and therefore 
would be required to do different things if they took their 
bearings by happiness; but what is not required of all men 
is not required of any man necessarily, and the moral law 
is meaningless without necessity. The second is that con
templative metaphysics, which according to Aristotle 
makes man happiest, cannot make men happy, since 
even if we could know the whole, which we cannot (this 
assertion does depend on the first Critique), we have no 
reason to be confident that the whole is good (this asser
tion is based on a kind of pre-scientific orientation which 
is especially visible in Kant's writings on the sublime); 
and if the whole is not good, why should man be made 
happy by knowledge of it? 

We approach the same point from a somewhat differ
ent angle. Happiness is not, as at first sight appears, re
jected as a principle of morality on purely formal grounds, 
i.e. because, not being a priori, it can yield only contin
gent, even if universal, imperatives. Respect no less than 
happiness turns out to require experience. Respect is 
strictly correlative to sublimity. Happiness requires ex
perience of a nature that is friendly to man; sublimity, 
hence respect, requires experience of a nature that is 
hostile to man. Despite the assertion of the first Critique 
that we do not truly encounter nature at all, Kant believes 
to have encountered nature sufficiently far in a pre
scientific way to decide that the hallmark of human ex
cellence is sublimity rather than happiness. 

The assertion that Kant regards sublimity rather than 
happiness as the hallmark of human excellence, or that 
he regards the whole as unfriendly rather than friendly 
to man, stands in need of some qualification. Three 
qualifications are especially necessary: happiness as an 
indispensable element of the summum bonum is provided 
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for by rational faith which is grounded in morality, 
though happiness is not immediately provided for by 
morality itself; the faculty of teleological judgment partly 
harmonizes the realms of freedom and nature; and the 
natural teleology assumed in Kant's use of typics also sug
gests that reason and nature are not infinitely remote from 
each other. But these qualifications, taken together, seem 
less impressive than Kant's pervasive orientation by sub
limity rather than happiness. 

Kant's moral philosophy, which requires its own sub
mission to the judgment of common-sense moral ex
perience, therefore contains two intimately connected 
positions which from the point of view of common-sense 
moral experience are questionable: an experience whose 
most impressive characteristic is that it seems to irrupt 
upon us from without actually has its ground in our own 
self-legislation; and sublimity, not happiness, is the 
hallmark of human excellence. 
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Theory and Practice in 
Hegel's Phenomenology 

Introduction 

This study of Hegel's conception of the relation be
tween theory and practice is oriented in two directions. 
On the one hand it seeks some clarity regarding the foun
dations of contemporary revolutionary thought in the 
West. That thought is unthinkable without the concep
tion of radical human conversion through labor and po
litical struggle, of the overcoming of "alienation" by such 
"negation" as is at the same time "creative." The 
broadest and deepest foundation for this conception, 
which Marx largely took for granted, was laid by Hegel. 
According to the interpretation of Alexandre Kojeve 
(which, no doubt, one cannot accept in every respect), 
Hegel succeeded in holding together themes which later, 
in Marx and Heidegger, became separated to the detri
ment of a true view of human existence: Marx knows of 
political struggle and of labor as technological transfor
mation of nature but he loses sight of human freedom 
as consciousness of death; Heidegger knows of human 
freedom as consciousness of death but neglects political 
struggle and labor, hence cannot give an account of con
crete human existence. 

But while looking ahead from Hegel to contemporary 
thought, the present study also attempts to look back 
from Hegel toward the Platonic-Aristotelian view of the 
city and man, which Hegel rejects on the ground that ac
cording to that view the lives of the non-philosophers
which is to say the lives of most men-are lived irre
deemably outside of the truth. Thus unlike such men as 

Theory and Practice in Hegel's Phenomenology. Ph.D. Thesis, 
University of Chicago, 1970. 
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Hobbes, whose decisive objection against classical polit
ical philosophy is that it aimed too high, exaggerating the 
power of reason against the passions, Hegel's decisive 
objection against classical political philosophy is that it 
aimed too low, reserving the highest human possibilities 
for only a few men. The former objection is made in the 
interest of sound, i.e., peaceable, political practice; the 
latter ultimately in the interest of true theory, and in par
ticular of true theology. For Hegel's objection against clas
sical political philosophy is, broadly stated, that it 
misconceives the relation between the religious ex
perience of the many and the truth available to philosoph
ic activity; and that thereby it misconceives the nature 
of the divine as such. Whether or not one sympathizes 
with Hegel's essentially theological critique of classical 
political philosophy-or has primarily any interest in such 
questions at all-one cannot understand Hegel's 
philosophy in general, nor those elements within it which 
prepare the way for Marx and Heidegger in particular, 
without seriously taking it into account. That this is the 
case will, I hope, be established by the present study. 

That the themes indicated have in this study been 
brought into focus upon the question of the relation of 
theory and practice was not necessary, but neither is it 
farfetched. Such a focus is suggested, for example, by 
Marx's "Theses on Feuerbach," of which that relation 
is the primary topic and which is an excellent clue to 
Marx's specifically revolutionary thought. Moreover, such 
a focus permits a pointed comparison with Aristotle in 
the respect indicated above, since Aristotle distinguish
es theoria and praxis not only as specifically different hu
man performances-theoria concerned with the 
immutable, praxis like poiesis with the mutable-but 
primarily as alternative ways of life: the life of contem-
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plation which finally takes place beyond the city, and the 
life of politics lived wholly within the city. 

The present study is concerned almost exclusively with 
Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit. For all sorts of practical 
reasons I had to choose, and I think with Marx that the 
Phenomenology is Hegel's greatest book. The study is cast, 
except for an initial chapter of orientation and a final chap
ter of conclusions, in the form of a selective commentary 
on the Phenomenology, which mainly, although not al
ways, follows the order of Hegel's own presentation. 
Thus my first chapter outlines very broadly certain con
trasts between Aristotle and Hegel; more precisely, start
ing from Aristotle it tries to state in the most elementary 
terms what sort of considerations induced Hegel to make 
"history" the central category of his metaphysics. 

The second chapter is a commentary on Hegel's own 
introduction to his philosophy as a whole, his own 
presentation of its intention and originality, contained in 
the "preface" to the Phenomenology, his first book. The 
commentary deals with such matters as Hegel's under
standing of "subjectivity" and "negativity," the relation 
of the Phenomenology to Hegel's later system, and the 
character of Hegel's language. An appendix considers the 
Aristotelian view of the relation between energeia and 
dunamis which, so far as I can see, Hegel accepts, with 
decisive consequences for his philosophy as a whole. The 
third chapter continues to lay the foundation for the cen
tral concerns of the study by way of a presentation of 
Hegel's theses concerning the ''experience of conscious
ness," contained in his 11lntroduction" to the Phenome
nology. This presentation is determinedly uncritical, since 
the theses advanced seem to be of such vastness that 
judgment must await exposition of the concrete content 
of the Phenomenology. The fourth chapter treats Hegel's 
"epistemology" and "philosophy of science," examin
ing material in Chapters I, II, III and V of the Phenome
nology, with a view to the relation between the "problem 
of knowledge" and historical praxis. 

Chapters V, VI and VII form the core of the study. 
Chapter V has two subjects: Hegel's presentation of the 
dialectic of master and slave as the key to praxis (found 
in the first half of Chapter IV of the Phenomenology); and 
Hegel's contrast of the Greek and Christian views of man 
(in the second half of Chapter IV, especially the chapters 
on "Stoicism" and "Unhappy Consciousness"). The 
sixth chapter is a selective commentary on Chapter VI of 
the Phenomenowgy, examining Hegel's view of history as 
tragedy, from Creon and Antigone to the French Revo
lution and Napoleon, culminating in the critique of the 
beautiful soul and "God appearing in the midst of men." 

Chapter VTI treats Hegel's critique of the Enlightenment 
view of revealed religion (in Chapter VI of the Phenome
nology), Hegel's own view of Christian revelation (primar-
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ily Chapter VTI of the Phenomenology) and, as the 
culmination of the Phenomenowgy, Hegel's presentation 
in Chapter VIII of the convergence of the critique of the 
beautiful soul (as the highest expression of post
Revolutionary consciousness) with the re-enactment of 
the passion of Christ (the central event, according to 
Hegel, for Western man), with which convergence praxis 
terminates in pure theoria in the mode of Schaedelstaette 
and Erinnerung. 

The eighth and final chapter of the study has two parts: 
one reviews the Marxist and existentialist sides of Hegel'-s 
thought with a view to assessing the adequacy of Kojeve' s 
interpretation in particular; the other investigates in a 
very tentative way certain relations between Hegel, 
Aristotle and Plato with a view to the question of the re
lation between philosophy and the city and the theolog
ical implications thereof. 

Chapter I 
Hegel and Aristotle 

I. 

The most famous modern statement regarding the re
lation between theory and practice is the last of Marx's 
"Theses on Feuer bach": "The philosophers have only 
interpreted the world in various ways; the point, 
however, is to change it." But the actual import of this 
statement can be understood only if one realizes that prior 
to Hegel no philosopher had ever "interpreted the 
world" in Marx's sense. (For various reasons, we shall 
here leave Socrates out of account.) That is, no 
philosopher had expected to learn anything of great im
portance from looking at the "world," namely at the 
world of human affairs or, in Platonic-Aristotelian terms, 
at the city. What Aristotle called first philosophy (what 
we know as the Metaphysics)-which he regarded as by 
far the worthiest knowledge, whose possession made a 
man supremely happy, so that if the gods were capable 
of envy they would envy such a one-has fundamental
ly two themes: being qua being and God as the highest 
being. About these subjects one can expect to learn noth
ing from events within the cities of men, as Aristotle says 
explicitly in Book VI of the Ethics, because it is "absurd" 
to think that man is the highest being in the cosmos. 

But when Aristotle says that man is far from being the 
worthiest object of knowledge-that he is by no means 
a good clue to the related questions of being qua being 
and the divine being-he has in mind (and properly in
sofar as the Ethics forms a part of his political writings) 
man insofar as he lives in the city, insofar as he engages 
in praxis and poiesis. Man insofar as he transcends the city 
by engaging in theona is a most worthy theme of investi
gation. Indeed book lambda of the Metaphysics, which 
presents Aristotle's theology, does so by presenting the 
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convergence of the analysis of motion contained in the 
Physics and the analysis of knowing-which is first of all 
the analysis of human knowing-in book three of De Ani
ma: the first cause of motion is revealed as noesis noeseos. 
Thus knowledge of the human (theoretical) soul is of great 
importance for the understanding of the highest matters. 
"The [theoretical] soul is somehow all things"; it is the 
part which is perfectly open to the whole, which reflects 
the whole and therefore is in a way itself a whole. 

But what of the "practical soul" and the "poetic soul," 
i.e., what of those human faculties concerned with act
ing and making? Are their variegated actualizations in any 
important way revelatory of being qua being and God as 
the highest being? Hegel's affifmative answer to this 
question is decisive for his whole philosophy. Aristotle's 
answer in general is surely negative and yet, just once, 
he seems to hesitate. By attending to his singular "hesi
tation'' we may perhaps be able to suggest the consider
ations which prompted Hegel to break with 
Aristotle-despite so many and such profound 
agreements-on the decisive question of the locus of the 
highest truth. 

II. 
The passage which we must consider is Aristotle's dis

cussion of the pambasileus or" all-king" in the second half 
of book three of the Politics. The general context is Aristo
tle's argument that rule of law, completed by equitable 
men, is preferable to personal rule. But there may, Aristo
tle suggests, be exceptions to this generally sound poli
cy. Indeed the pambasileus, if such a one exist, is the 
exception, in this as well as other respects. Aristotle ap
proaches the possibility of such an exception with con
siderable circumspection, taking it up, dropping it, then 
taking it up once more. At 1284b25, after declaring that 
ostracism is relatively justified when practiced upon in
dividual men who stand to other men "as lions to hares" 
(i.e., as utterly superior to other men in respect of pow
er owing to wealth or number of partisans or similar fac
tors), Aristotle raises the more difficult question posed 
by a man utterly superior to other men in respect of hu
man excellence: 

Nobody, we may assume, would say that such a man ought 
to be banished and sent into exile. But neither would any man 
say that he ought to be subject to others. That would be much 
as if human beings should claim to rule over Zeus, on some 
system of rotation of office between themselves and him. The 
only alternative left-and this would also appear to be accord
ing to nature-is for all others to pay a willing obedience to 
the man of surpassing excellence. Such men will according
ly be kings in their cities for all time. 

At 1287a Aristotle resumes discussion of absolute king
ship. In general he again commends rule of law rather 
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than rule by one man, however excellent, since all men 
are sometimes subject to self-regarding passions: "He 
who commands that law should rule may thus be regard
ed as commanding that God and reason alone should 
rule; he who commands that a man should rule adds the 
character of the beast." Again (1288a), "It is neither ex
pedient nor just that one man should be sovereign over 
all others." This is true not only among equals; it is "even 
true when the one man is superior in excellence-unless 
his superiority be of a certain kind." Of that certain kind 
Aristotle goes on to speak as follows: "When it happens 
that the whole of a family, or even a single person, is of 
excellence so outstanding as to surpass that of all the rest, 
it is only just that this family should be vested with king
ship and absolute sovereignty, or that this single person 
should become absolute king." But it is not only a ques
tion of justice among human beings. There is also the con
sideration of "what is fitting" simply. For, "a whole is 
never intended by nature to be inferior to a part; and a 
man so greatly superior to others stands to them in the 
relation o( a whole to its parts." 

This last is surely a very striking image. Aristotle's earli
er comparison of the utterly superior man to Zeus is ob
vious enough. But what does it mean to say of a man-of 
a man, moreover, who unlike the philosopher emphati
cally has his being within the city-that he stands to other 
men as a whole to its parts? If a man is as a whole, must 
not his soul somehow reflect, and hence be revelatory 
of, the whole? 

What the image of whole and part might mean with 
respect to human action may perhaps be suggested by 
viewing Greek tragedy from a certain angle (by no means 
the only possible one) according to which the chorus 
represents the desire-not indeed of the philosopher but 
rather of the polis as such-to know. Let us then regard 
the chorus as the polis facing its king. The chorus, though 
its welfare is radically bound up with that of the king, 
does not act with respect to the king; rather it breathlessly 
beholds the king in action. It beholds the king in action 
and the fate of that action in order to discover the limits 
of man, or the relation between the human and the trans
human. The king is peculiarly well-suited to be the "ex
perimenter" because he is somehow more than other 
men. But he is surely not identical with man as such; con
sequently the limits which his action and the fate of that 
action disclose are not the limits of man as such. The king, 
though a more extreme or perhaps exaggerated "part" 
of man as such, is nevertheless only a "part"; the dis
closure of man's limits which he achieves is only a par
tial disclosure, a disclosure of man's limits in a particular 
direction. The chorus, in beholding his disclosure, is led 
to reflect on other partial disclosures achieved by other 
men; the fate of one king reminds of the fates of other 
kings; and from a variety of partial disclosures of the 
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limits of man the chorus attempts to compose an image 
of the limits of man as a whole, of the relation between 
the human as such and the transhuman. But what if there 
were a king who stood to other men not only as a more 
extreme or exaggerated part to other parts, but as a whole 
to parts? Then might the disclosure of the limits of man, 
of the relation between the human and the transhuman, 
be accomplished once for all. 

The premise of this interpretation is that the polis, and 
not only the philosopher, desires to know-and this not 
only in the obvious sense that knowledge is necessary 
to guide action, to ensure that men choose true goods, 
but also in the sense that one of the motives of action it
self is the desire to know, not as if man can know only 
what he makes (as Vico may have thought) but rather in 
the way of initiating a kind of dialogue with that which 
is not human. It is surely true, as Aristotle says, that men 
do not become tyrants to avoid exposure to the cold. But 
it may also be that they do not become tyrants only be
cause they crave a superabundance of material goods or 
even because they desire prestige or mastery simply for 
its own sake. It seems at least possible that men become 
tyrants in order to discover something: to discover how 
far they can go, to discover whether and how the divine 
will respond to their action. 

Such a train of thought as has been sketched in the 
preceding paragraphs seems to have determined the core 
of Hegel's metaphysics which, like Aristotle's, has as its 
fundamental themes the question of being qua being and 
the question of God as the highest being; but which, un
like Aristotle's, finds the primary locus of truth not in the 
realm of phusis but rather in the cities of men, which con
stitute the place of "history" only because they first con
stitute the place of stories. Nothing could be more 
emblematic in this respect than that while both Aristotle 
and Hegel rank tragedy higher than epic, Aristotle offers 
the reason that qua made thing tragedy has more parts 
than epic without loss of integrity, whereas Hegel gives 
the reason that the theology of the tragedies is superior 
to that of the epics, its representation of the divine more 
profound. 

III. 
But there is another aspect of the matter which we must 

at least suggest. The difference between Aristotle and 
Hegel concerns not only the meaning of praxis (as the 
theme of the tragedies, for example) but also the mean
ing of poiesis (and of techne as its peculiar way of know
ing), of poetry in the broadest sense as man's capacity 
to make, to make poems and statues but also to build ci
ties, to fabricate a world in general. The decisive ques
tion is: are the eide perfect (finished) from the outset, as 
they exist in the realm of phusis prior to human interven
tion? If one answers affirmatively, then one must hold 
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with Aristotle that art is to be understood fundamental
ly as mimesis, as imitation of nature (which should not 
of course be understood in too crude a sense), so that 
"meaning" precedes and underlies art. If one were to 
hold, however, that the eide are far from perfect at the 
outset, that they can be brought to perfection (given 
"meaning") only by human intervention, then one must 
understand art as creative in the modern sense or, in 
Aristotelian terms, as violence (bia). (What is meant here, 
of course, is violence with respect to the eide themselves; 
a kind of violence with respect to the material in which 
the eide are to be embodied is characteristic of all fabrica
tion.) We may compare Heidegger's interpretation of the 
famous first chorus from Sophocles' Antigone in which 
interpretation techne is equated with violence-Gewalt
and the poet is he who "violently carries Being into that 
which is. " 1 

Hegel indeed holds that the eide are not perfect from 
the outset (as they exist in nature) and that human inter
vention, which he understands as labor (Arbeit), is neces
sary to bring them to their perfection. That such 
intervention has a violent character is sufficiently indi
cated by the fact that according to Hegel's account labor 
originates in fear of violent death and essentially consists 
in 11desire repressed." But what Hegel's presentation of 
the story of master and slave particularly emphasizes is 
that not only are the eide of those objects on which man 
expressly labors imperfect at the outset, but the eidos of 
man is also imperfect at the outset, and in violently bring
ing the eide of the non-human world to their perfection, 
he at the same time, and violently, brings to perfection 
the eidos of man. Thus Marx can write: "The outstand
ing thing in Hegel's Phenomenology and its final outcome 
... is that Hegel conceives the self-production [Selbster
zeugung] of man as a process, " 2 whereby the biological 
connotations of Erzeugung, which means especially 
"procreation," very well express the profound ambigui
ty in Hegel's thought as to whether man in violently 
transforming nature into a human world finally stands 
within or without nature; for if, contrary to Aristotle, vio
lence itself belongs essentially to nature, then Hegel's em
phatic distinction between nature and Spirit (Geist) 
becomes thoroughly questionable. 

IV. 
We have indicated that Aristotle and Hegel differ deci

sively with respect to the status accorded to human praxis 
and poiesis in relation to the highest themes of metaphys
ics, namely being qua being and God as the highest be
ing. But it is just as important to appreciate that this 
difference presupposes their fundamental agreement as 
to this, that the end of man is to know and the end of 
the whole is to be known: the whole is not fully actual 
without being known, and to participate in the act of 
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knowing the whole is to participate to the greatest possi
ble extent in the life of the divine. Thus Hegel's original
ity consists in his view that knowledge of the highest 
presupposes praxis and poiesis-presupposes the city
not only as precondition (which Aristotle certainly admit
ted) but also and above all as object. History is the central 
category of Hegelian metaphysics, as one often says, only 
because for Hegel the city has become the object of 
metaphysics. The realm of praxis (in the wide sense, in
cluding poiesis) has become the object of theoria. For 
Aristotle the proper object of theoria is what cannot be 
otherwise than it is, what is necessary and hence eternal 
(Ethics, book six). For Hegel theoria retains the Aristotelian 
meaning, though turned toward a non-Aristotelian ob
ject. Thus for Hegel events within the city cannot be 
otherwise than they are; they are necessary and hence 
eternal. The eternal is indeed not accessible from the be
ginning, according to Hegel; it becomes accessible only 
in (better: as) history. Nor is there a history of revelation 
only, as if being were "in itself" complete from the out
set, only human knowing being incomplete. The history 
of revelation is the history of being-the "in itself" is ac
tual only when it is known by human beings. Thus deeds 
are meaningful not merely as revelatory of what already 
is, but also as (in a certain sense) creative. And yet events 
within the city are eternal because they are necessary; and 
they are necessary because they are elicited by the telos 
which is present from the beginning, not indeed as a mere 
norm, but as effectively moving. (Compare the appen
dix to Chapter II.) 

History according to Hegel has achieved its telos with 
the French Revolution and its culmination in Napoleon 
on the one hand and with the writing of the Phenomenol
ogy of the Spirit on the other. History is over; no meaning
ful (i.e., revelatory-creative, whether in the mode of praxis 
or poiesis) deeds remain to be performed in the cities; all 
that remains is pure understanding. To grasp Hegel's no
tion of the "end of history," which is at first sight so 
shocking, we may ask ourselves what Aristotle would 
have replied to the Hegelian claim that no meaningful 
deeds remain to be performed within the cities. Aristo
tle's answer would surely be-none ever remained to be 
performed. 

Chapter II 
Foundations of Hegel's Philosophy 

I. 
Hegel's own understanding of the originality of his 

philosophy is expressed decisively in this assertion: "Ac
cording to my view, which must justify itself by the 
presentation of the system, everything depends on this, 
that we comprehend and express the true not as sub
stance but just as much as subject. " 3 
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The proximate meaning of this claim is clear enough: 
Hegel presents himself to his contemporaries as syn
thesizing Spinoza' s philosophy of substance and Kant's 
philosophy of subjectivity. Spinoza's philosophy is defec
tive because in it ''self-consciousness is merely sub
merged, not upheld." (p.l9) This according to Hegel is 
true of classical ontology altogether, above all of Plato and 
Aristotle, by whom what Spinoza called "substance" was 
called "nature" or "being." Only with Descartes does 
self-consciousness or subjectivity receive its due; in his 
lectures on the history of philosophy Hegel says, after 
speaking of Bacon and Jacob Bohme: "We come now real
ly for the first time to the philosophy of the modern 
world, and this begins with Descartes. With him we really 
encounter an autonomous philosophy, which knows that 
it comes autonomously out of reason and that self
consciousness is an essential moment of the true. Here, 
we can say, we are at home, and can, like the sailor after 
a long journey on the stormy sea, cry 'Land' ... In this 
modern period the principle is thinking, thinking which 
goes out from itself. " 4 

The modern philosophy originated by Descartes cul
minates in Kant, for whom consciousness of objects, i.e., 
of objects systematically interrelated which thereby con
stitute a knowable world, presupposes self
consciousness. But even Kant's philosophy, inasmuch as 
it "clings to thinking as thinking," is insufficient; it is 
"generality as such, the same simplicity or undifferen
tiated, unmoved substantiality." (p.19) That is, although 
Kant understood that the constitution of a knowable 
world presupposes self-consciousness, he understood 
the self or subject according to the categories appropri
ate to substance or nature as those categories were 
propounded by the ontological tradition originated by 
Plato and Aristotle, above all according to the category 
of identity ("unmoved substantiality"): the"!" of the "I 
think" is always one and the same, just as the world 
which it constitutes is always one and the same. This 
Hegel radically denies: the category according to which 
the self or subject must be understood is negativity. And 
since substance includes subject, by which alone it can 
be revealed in discursive speech (truth~substance as rev
ealed in speech by subject), substance itself includes nega
tivity: it cannot be interpreted solely according to the 
category of identity. Substance properly understood, i.e., 
substance in which negativity reigns as much as identi
ty, is called by Hegel "the living substance" which is not 
only substance or nature in the traditional sense but also 
"subject" or "the pure simple negativity." (p.20) 

The relation of knowing, therefore, is not an "original" 
or "immediate" unity of knower and known, of subject 
and substance, but rather a unity which emerges only at 
the end, a u sameness which reconstitutes itself" after 
"the bifurcation of the simple or the duplication which 
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creates opposition." (p.20) Once man has been brought 
forth by nature, once negativity has broken in upon the 
self-identity and self-harmony of nature-which is other
wise ''eternal recurrence of the same,'' with spiders spin
ning webs for aeons without novelty-i.e., once history 
has begun, dissonance reigns till the very end, till the end 
of history when subject is reconciled to substance, the 
knower to the known, by pure knowledge, i.e., 
knowledge without desire to change what is known, 
knowledge as contemplative rather than projective. (To 
speak of man being brought forth by a self-identical, 
self-harmonious nature is not to speak of a "natural" 
process. Nor does Kojeve's interpretation of the master
slave struggle as not only revelatory in an archetypal way 
but as literally anthropogenic seem convincing. What 
Hegel seems to have in mind is rather the difference be
tween Adam before and after the first sin: only after the 
original sin is Adam a man in the full sense, i.e., nega
tivity incarnate or "creative discontent.") 

The true, therefore, comprehended and expressed not 
only as substance but also as subject, or as living sub
stance, emerges only at the end of history, as the recon
stitution of the original unity shattered by negativity of 
which man is the bearer. The true as it finally emerges 
is "its own becoming, the circle that presupposes its end 
as its purpose and thus has it for its beginning and is ac
tual only through its execution and end." (p.20) The fi
nal reconciliation or reconstitution of unity is present from 
the beginning as purpose; moreover, it is apparently ef
fectively present: the purpose is not only "given" as a 
mere norm but its actualization is virtually guaranteed. 
"Mediation is the self-identity that moves itself" (p.21)
that is, the acorn is already identical with the oak but 
movement is required for that identity to become actual. 
Thus the life of God and the divine knowledge might be 
spoken of as "love's playing with itself," but such an ex
pression is mere edification unless justice is done to "the 
seriousness, the pain, the patience and the labor of the 
negative." (p.20) And yet one must wonder how justice 
can be done to them if there is no risk of ultimate failure. 
We must return to this question in relation to Kojeve's 
"existentialist" interpretation of Hegel. 

Among the implications of what has been said-namely 
that the true is subject as well as substance and that sub
ject is pure negativity-a particularly important one is that 
"it is only as science or system that knowledge is actual 
and can be expounded," (p.23) whereby "system" in
cludes the coming-to-be of the result as well as the result 
itself, thereby preserving the negative in the final affir
mation. 

But the highest expression of the originality of Hegelian 
philosophy, summing up the expressions which we have 
reviewed, is "the conception which speaks of the abso
lute as Spirit. This is the most sublime concept, and it 

110 

belongs to the modern world and its religion [i.e., Chris
tianity]." (p.24) Spirit is "being-in-itself" (nature or 
givenness or thesis), "being-for-itself (human self
consciousness or negativity or antithesis) and "being
in-and-for-itself" (synthesis, or nature as transformed 
and revealed by man, including man's self-revelation, 
i.e., his revelation of himself to himself not as part of na
ture but rather as nature-transforming and -revealing, 
hence as nature-transcending). 

Kojeve's interpretation of this passage is that Hegel's 
anthropology, as the core of his ontology, is radically 
Christian rather than Greek: the subject which is the core 
of his ("living") substance is Christian man as capable 
of radical conversion (Saul becomes Paul), as having no 
"natural place," as estranged from nature and himself 
through ''original sin,'' hence oriented toward the future 
and compelled to struggle for Versohnung, for the re
constitution of unity on a higher plane. 

The question concerning the relation between Greek 
and Christian anthropology is a vast one, which we can
not take up here. One aspect of it will emerge when we 
discuss the master-slave dialectic and the slave's capaci
ty for "conversion"; another aspect will emerge when 
we consider Hegel's critique of stoicism and skepticism, 
which he takes to be the "existential" outcome of the 
Socratic school, and in relation to which he regards Chris
tian self-consciouSness as an advance. 

According to Kojeve, Hegel accepts Christian anthro
pology but rejects Christian theology (the human mean
ing of which is belief in the immortality of the soul) 
because of its various contradictions of an allegedly logi
cal kind (e.g., free historical individuality-Saul becomes 
Paul-is contradicted by the operation of divine grace) but 
above all because it affronts man's "infinite pride/'5 

which is the driving force of human self-creation in 
history. 

Hegel accomplishes the "secularization" of Christian 
belief, according to Kojeve, by introduction of the idea 
of death as the end in the Heideggerian sense, and im
plicitly announces his atheistic intent in this passage: 
"The Spirit, that, so developed, knows itself as Spirit, 
is science. Science is the actuality of Spirit and the realm 
that Spirit builds for itself in its own element." (p.24) 
Kojeve reads this passage as if it said that Hegelian 
science, i.e., exclusively human science, is the sole actu
ality of Spirit, and that of course is the whole question, 
since Thomas Aquinas himself says that in some sense 
man's knowledge is a "participation" in God's 
knowledge (which is essentially self-knowledge) and that 
God's knowledge is his being or actuality. The question 
is therefore whether Hegelian science-i.e., the science 
possessed by Hegel and those who have understood 
him-exhausts the divine science. For most purposes one 
would probably have to say that it does, except for the 
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difficulty that the telos is somehow present, as effective
ly moving, from the beginning. 

II. 
We have seen that according to Hegel truth as revealed 

being must be understood as subject as well as substance 
and that subjectivity must be understood according to the 
category of negativity. We must now try to determine as 
exactly as possible the Hegelian understanding of nega
tivity. Negation is possible according to Hegel both on 
the plane of thought and on the plane of action, in the 
form of labor and political struggle. Negation on the plane 
of action will concern us later; her~ we must be concerned 
with its precondition, which is negation on the plane of 
thought. 

Hegel's claim is that human thought prior to the end 
of history is essentially projective rather than contempla
tive, is essentially "thinking the thing that is not" and 
desiring that it come to be. (The "and" in the last sen
tence is misleading. Thought and desire, or more pre
cisely thought and will, are not according to Hegel two 
faculties: "The will is rather a special mode of thinking, 
thinking translating itself into existence, thinking as the 
urge to give itself existence" -addition to paragraph four, 
Philosophy of Right. Thus at the end of history, when 
thinking has fully succeeded in translating itself into 
existence-when the world has been brought into com
plete conformity with thinking-all willing ceases.) But 
the essentially projective character of human thought has 
certain preconditions which must be understood; 
moreover, that essentially projective character is quali
fied by its end (first realized at the end of history) which 
is contemplation and which must also be understood; 
therefore a comprehensive analysis of human thought in 
general is sketched in a few very important pages of the 
''Preface.'' 

The primary precondition of projective thought is the 
power of abstraction as such, the ''cancellation of exis
tence" (p.28) which transforms empirical things into 
thought things. This activity, the discovery of the eidos 
or the working out of the first abstractions, whereby the 
eide from being embodied in matter are translated to an 
intellectual existence as the meaning of words, was ac
cording to Hegel performed long ago, and its results are 
available to us. Moreover, it seems to have been per
formed "naturally" rather than 11historically/' as is in
dicated by the following passage (p.30): 

The mode of study in antiquity had this difference from the 
modern mode, that the former was the thorough education 
and perfection of the natural consciousness. Testing itself 
against every separate part of its existence and philosophiz
ing about everything which came forth [remember that For 
Aristotle phusis is precisely that which comes forth without 
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human intervention], it made itself into a universality that 
was active through and through. In modern times, on the 
contrary, the individual finds the abstract form ready made. 

But this activity of performing the primary abstrac
tions-to say nothing of the fact that it was merely con
templative, not yet projective-was deficient even in its 
own terms: it was not performed perfectly lucidly; it was 
"the movement of the particular spirit which does not 
comprehend itself." That is, not only Napoleon (as is the 
implicit assumption of the end of Chapter VI of the 
Phenomenology) but also, for example, Euclid and Plato 
did not really know what they were doing. They gener
ated and possessed knowledge, but did not adequately 
know themselves as knowers. Lacking adequate self
consciousness, they lacked noeseos noesis which accord
ing to Hegel can emerge only at the end of history, since 
it is the possession of the universal self or spirit, which 
coincides with a particular self or spirit, namely Hegel, 
for the first time at the end of history. That means that 
noeseos noesis-which Hegel, with explicit reference to 
Aristotle, identifies with divinity at the end of the 
Encyclopedia-must have a very different meaning (quali
fied by "history") for Hegel than for Aristotle: it is above 
all, as Hegel says on the final page of the Phenomenology, 
Erinnerung or a kind of interiorizing re-collection. 

For Aristotle, "knowing of knowing" as the divine 
activity-indeed as the divine being-seems derivative 
from "self-knowing" which is self-knowing only in a de
ceptive way, namely because nous as the capacity for 
knowing is somehow nothing until it becomes its objects 
(becomes identical with them) so that in knowing them 
it knows itself, i.e., the only self which it can be said to 
have. Thus the divine nous, in which there is nothing of 
"capacity" or "becoming" but rather eternal energeia has 
for its proper object the sum total of all eide; the phrase 
''knowing of knowing'' as pointing to ''self-knowing'' 
is a paradoxical way of expressing precisely that the di
vine nous does not have a self, i.e., that his doing is in
distinguishable from his being rather than possessed by 
and at the disposal of his being. That on the highest lev
el doing is indistinguishable from being or, better ex
pressed, being as doing is indistinguishable from being 
as possessing, is also reflected in the convergence of ener
geia which emphasizes doing a deed and entelechia which 
emphasizes possessing one's end in oneself. 

Another interpretation of "knowing of knowing" ac
cording to Aristotle seems possible, however, and would 
perhaps be closer to Hegel's meaning. That is, if a hu
man knower is to know the whole perfectly he must first 
know the "whole" (i.e., the whole in abstraction from 
one's knowing of it and thereby from knowing in gener
al in which one's knowing participates) and then one 
must take into account one's very knowing: one must 
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know the whole as including knowing; the whole is not 
only known but (by virtue of one of its specific parts) also 
knowing. The known if it is not to be incomplete must 
include the knowing: knowledge of the whole (as distinct 
from the "whole") is knowing of knowing. Here too a 
kind of recollection would seem to be involved, but it 
would not seem to be "historical"; surely it would not 
involve recollection of happenings in the cities of men. 

If this second interpretation of Aristotle-which may 
have been Hegel's interpretation-is correct, the question 
arises whether there is for Aristotle a God beyond know
ing man. One would probably have to say that there is, 
at least in the sense that the telos is somehow present from 
the beginning. Now everything-above all, the question 
whether God can come to be in time-depends on the 
mode of the presence of the telos in the beginning. (See 
Appendix A.) 

So far, we have followed Hegel's discussion of the 
working out of the primary abstractions, of the discov
ery of the eidos or the translation of empirical things into 
thought things. We have not yet considered human 
thought in its projective character, namely in that charac
ter which Hegel takes to be decisive. To this we must now 
turn. We begin with a difficult passage: "But what is thus 
separated, the unactual itself, is an essential moment; for 
only because the concrete separates itself and makes it
self what is unactual, is it the self-moving. The activity 
of separating is the strength and labor of the understand
ing, which is the most astonishing and the greatest, or 
rather the absolute power." (p.29) 

In order to understand this passage it is necessary to 
keep in mind that according to Hegel only the whole is 
concrete and thus actual. But human understanding is 
discursive or analytic: it cannot comprehend the whole 
all at once but must break it aown into parts, must '' ab
stract" each part, one after the other, from the (concrete) 
whole which alone is actual. The part thus abstracted is 
"unactual." But only because the concrete whole 
"separates itself," i.e., only because the concrete whole 
has a part, namely man or human understanding, which 
is capable of breaking the whole into "unactual parts," 
does the whole "move itself," i.e., only therefore does 
negativity transform self-identical being into "history~' 
or 11progress." This is true, however, only on the basis 
of a tacit but crucial premise, namely that (discursive) hu
man understanding is not contemplative but essentially 
projective. That is, the power of separating parts from 
the whole "intellectually" makes possible the construc
tion of radically new arrangements of the parts which can 
be opposed to the given "real" arrangement and on the 
basis of which the given "real" arrangement can be trans
formed, the motor of the transformation being human 
desire. Only so can the concrete "move itself" through 
the absolute power of human understanding; only so is 
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self-identical being transformed into history and progress 
through negativity, i.e., through human activity-labor 
and political struggle-which transforms the given "real" 
whole on the basis of an "intellectually" rearranged 
whole. 

Hegel says the same somewhat more explicitly in the 
next few sentences (pp.29-30): 

The circle that rests closed in itself and, being substance, holds 
its moments, is the immediate and therefore not perplexing 
relationship. But that the accidental as such, separated from 
its circumference, that the bounded which is actual only in 
its connection with others, should gain an existence of its own 
and separate freedom, that is the tremendous power of the 
negative, the energy of thought, the pure ego ... It is the 
same which above was called the subject which, by giving 
determinateness existence in its element, cancels abstract 
immediacy~ i.e., immediacy which barely is~and thus is the 
true substance: that being or that immediacy which does not 
leave mediation outside itself but which is mediation itself. 

Thus the subject is true substance or thought is identi
cal with being; but not originally or immediately identi
cal with being; but not originally or irrunediately identical 
with being-that is the "not perplexing relationship"
as the ontological tradition from Parmenides on had held. 
Rather, only and precisely because it is indeed possible 
to "think the thing that is not" and then to act on the 
basis of such an" error" -i.e., only because the "energy 
of thought" includes "the tremendous power of the nega
tive'' or because human thought is essentially projective 
rather than contemplative-only so do thought and be
ing come to be identical in the end (of history). 

Moreover, Hegel insists that this identity mediated by 
history has significance not only from the point of view 
of thought, but above all from the point of view of being 
itself: "When the negative thus appears at first as the 
non-identity of the ego and its object, it is just as much 
the non-identity of the substance with itself. What seems 
to happen outside it, as an activity directed against it, is 
its own doing; and thus it shows itself to be essentially 
subject." (p.32) That is, it is not that man, somehow 
standing outside of being, reflects upon it from without. 
Rather, being reveals itself through man, comes to speech 
and consciousness in man (a little later Hegel speaks of 
"the self-consciousness of substance"); man is an "or
gan of Being" as Heidegger has it. The Absolute "wills" 
to be with us, as Hegel says in the introduction, and that 
is the ultimate reason why there is man. Substance shows 
that it is essentially subject: that means, man's presence 
in the universe is not accidental or casual; he does not 
just happen to know some objects; what he knows, what 
can be known, is essentially knowable, and he is there in 
order to know, for the sake of knowing, i.e., for the sake 
of the self-knowing, the self-illuminating, of substance, 
without which it would not be fully actual. 
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III. 

We must now say something about the language in 
which Hegelian thought is cast. That thought is insepara
ble from that language, as Hegel expressly declares in his 
polemic against a style of thinking which he calls Rason
nieren, which we may translate as "argumentative think
ing." Hegel's most serious objection against 
argumentative thinking is that it does not understand the 
nature of propositions as such: it does not distinguish the 
speculative or truly philosophical proposition from ordi
nary propositions, construing, rather, all propositions on 
the model of the latter. The true distinction according to 
Hegel is as follows. In ordinary propositions the predi
cate indicates a (universal) quality or attribute inhering 
in a self-subsistent entity (~grammatical subject). Con
trastingly, speculative propositions posit an identity be
tween one self-subsistent entity (~grammatical subject) 
and another self-subsistent entity (~"predicate" which 
is not a universal in the sense that it could be "predicat
ed" of anything else-" the content is not something 
general that, free from the subject, could be assigned to 
several others" (p.50)-so that it is better not to speak 
of the "predicate" but rather of the "substance, essence 
and concept" of the subject). The identity which is posit
ed by the speculative proposition, however, is a mediate 
one; that is, the "subject" becomes the "predicaterr or the 
"predicate" discursively reveals itself as the truth of the 
"subject": "the identity of subject and predicate is not 
meant to destroy the difference between both that is ex
pressed by the form of the proposition; rather their uni
ty is meant to emerge as a harmony." (p.51) The new 
language-significantly, Hegel several times notes that 
what he calls "speculative" has affinities with what used 
to be called "mystical"-reflects the nature of being, 
which it alone is able to reveal. As Hannah Arendt has 
suggested, the discovery of the new and uniquely ade
quate language would by itself seem to entail that histo
ry has reached its end in the decisive respect, whatever 
might be made of the ambiguous passages in various of 
Hegel's writings which particularly concern that issue. 

The core of the new language as the adequate reflec
tion of the nature of being is the translation of being into 
becoming: the new language knows of "no content that 
functions as an underlying subject and receives its mean
ing as a predicate''; it wholly does away with ''the fixed 
repose of the underlying subject"; in a word, "In this 
movement [of the speculative proposition] the resting 
subject itself perishes." (p.50) The movement of the 
speculative proposition imitates the movement of being 
which it reveals. 

There is, however, a most important aspect of the new 
understanding of being-namely that any part, qua part, 
is abstract and unactual, only the whole being concrete 
and actual-which tortures Hegel's language in an amaz-
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ing way. One example must suffice. A crucially impor
tant term for Hegel in the Phenomenology is Begriff which 
means being-as-revealed-in-and-by-human-speech, the 
integral actuality from which a "subjective side"-e.g., 
Wissen, Denken, nur Begriff-and an "objective side"
Gegenstand, Sein etc.-can be abstracted and, as abstract
ed, spoken of-but they are only abstractions. 

Thus Hegel points out the linguistic problem of express
ing the radical unity of opposites: "Talk of the unity of 
subject and object, of the finite and the infinite, of being 
and thinking etc., signifies that which they are outside 
of their unity, and in their unity they have a different sig
nificance than their expression says." (p.34) This is one 
of Hegel's cardinal thoughts: the "unification" of sub
ject and object (etc.) always comes too late, as if they were 
first of all entities constituted in themselves which only 
subsequently enter into their famous relationship. Rather, 
they are essentially relata, and as such are abstractions out
side of their relationship. To indicate in a graphic way 
what would be involved in avoiding abstraction, one 
would always have to write not "the unity of subject and 
object" but rather "the unity of subject-knowing-objects 
and object-known-by-subjects." 

Hegel's analysis anticipates that of Husser! ("conscious
ness is always consciousness of something") and Heideg
ger ("Dasein finds himself always already-in-the-world"). 
Although not inunediately apparent, the decisive (though 
not unquestionable) presupposition of this analysis is the 
elimination of any notion of "an idealized absolute sub
ject" (Heidegger, Sein und Zeit) as a "relic of Christian 
theology" -a relic, one may note, which still plays a cru
cial (limiting) role in Kant, for whom adequate knowledge 
of the Ding an sich would be possible only for a "subject" 
whose thinking originated its objects, namely for the di
vine intellect, who would no longer be a subject in the 
proper sense, namely one to whom objects are given. To 
put it otherwise, the Hegelian-Husserlian-Heideggerian 
"overcoming" of the subject-object relationship (as" al
ways coming too late") presupposes that being is ex
hausted by its appearance to man. 

IV. 

We must now say something about the systematic re
lation between the Phenomenology of Spirit on the one hand 
and Hegel's logic, philosophy of nature and philosophy 
of right (in a broad sense-c.£. Hegel's addition to para
graph 33 of Philosophy of Right-including the philosophy 
of history) on the other. We begin near the beginning of 
the "Preface" to the Phenomenology, Hegel's first book: 
"The true form in which truth exists can only be the sden
tific system of it." (p.12) Hegel's aim is to contribute to 
the end that philosophy be able to relinquish its name 
of "love of wisdom" and be "actual wisdom." The claim 

113 



to have accomplished this aim can only be justified by 
showing "that the time has come for the elevation of 
philosophy to science''; one can claim to possess, in con
tradistinction to all earlier thinkers, absolute knowledge, 
only if one can give an account of oneself as possessing 
that knowledge, i.e., of the becoming of that knowledge 
within oneself. But that means that one must be able to 
give an account of history altogether as the becoming of 
knowledge generally: one attains perfect self
understanding in and through understanding all of his
tory and one attains perfect understanding of all of his
tory in and through understanding oneself. But to show 
that the time has come for the transformation of 
philosophy into wisdom is precisely to accomplish or real
ize wisdom: "For this [demonstration that the time has 
come ... ] would show the necessity of that aim [to trans
form philosophy into wisdom] even while accomplish
ing it." (p.12) 

A crude image may help explain: it is not as if one 
ascends a mountain and, reaching the top, beholds what 
lies on the far side; rather one beholds the path itself by 
which one has ascended: the content of absolute 
knowledge is the way which leads to absolute knowledge. 
And yet in a sense one may and must speak of a vista 
"on the far side of the mountain" to be beheld, namely 
(to use the convenient and suggestive terminology of 
Whitehead) the world of "objective immortalities" (i.e., 
the content of the Philosophy of Right in a broad sense as 
well as the Philosophy of Nature, both being supported, 
as it were, by the Logic) which is constituted by "actual 
events" along the path. That is to say that the Logic (the 
most interesting case) and the Phenomenology have the 
same content, only what the former has in the mode of 
"outwardness" ("God as He is in His eternal essence be
fore the Creation"), the latter has in the mode of "inward
ness" ("the Golgotha of Absolute Spirit"). If the content 
of the ''ascending path'' is identical (except in mode) with 
that of the "vista on the far side," then neither has on
tological priority. But it appears that one must also say 
that neither has epistemological priority, neither is sim
ply "first for us." In other words, the question is, how 
does Hegel know that he has reached the absolute peak 
of the "mountain" (which has, of course, temporal rather 
than spatial being) so that what claims to be wisdom is 
not merely one more philosophy? The answer is, by un
derstanding the path as complete and also the vista as 
complete. But he can understand the path as complete 
only by understanding the vista as complete and he can 
understand the vista as complete only by understanding 
the path as complete. One might, however, suspect an 
"experimental" or "anticipatory" priority of the vista as 
inducement for looking back upon the path, which ten
tatively confirms the finality of the vista which in turn 
confirms the finality of the path. Still, the experience of 
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the "event" of Napoleon and the "world" constituted 
by him must have been existentially-if not analytically
indivisible, so that it seems safer to assign no priority. 

To clarify this interpretation somewhat, we may look 
at Hegel's explicit remarks in the preface concerning the 
relation of the Phenomenology as "the first part of science" 
to the other part of science, namely, above all, the Logic. 
He says that the first part of science is distinguished from 
the other part by the fact that it contains "the element 
of immediate existence." He says also that the first part 
as distinguished from the other part contains the nega
tive and the false. These two propositions come to the 
same and can be expressed by saying that the difference 
between what we have called the "path of ascent" and 
the "vista beheld" is that time counts in the first but not 
in the second; that is, in the second there is no sequence, 
no past or future, only sheer presence. The connection 
between immediacy and negation is that to abstract from 
immediacy-as the Logic, but not the Phenomenology 
does-is to not have to negate it; and negating it takes 
time. The Phenomenology essentially takes time to read; the 
Logic takes time to read only accidentally. 

This leads us to consider, though not for the last time, 
Hegel's conception of the relation between time and eter
nity, which for Hegel as for Plato is equivalent to there
lation between becoming and being. We quote two 
famous passages from the preface concerning this rela
tion: "The appearance is the coming to be and passing 
away that itself does not come to be or pass away; it is 
in itself and constitutes the actuality and the movement 
of the life of the truth." And more flamboyantly: "The 
true is thus the bacchanalian whirl in which no member 
is not drunken; and because each, as soon as it detaches 
itself, dissolves immediately-the whirl is just as much 
transparent and simple repose." (p.39) This possibility 
of viewing the "whirl" (in which time counts) under the 
aspect of "repose" (i.e., eternity, in which time does not 
count) seems to have been in a way anticipated by Spino
za, for whom knowledge of God in the highest sense, 
i.e., "intuitive knowledge" or "knowledge of the third 
kind" is knowledge of Him not qua one eternal substance, 
which (abstract) knowledge is supplied in the first book 
of the Ethics, but rather in his infinitely many modes 
which are ever-changing (though, it is true, not 
"progressing," still less culminating in an "end of his
tory")-the ever-changing modes seen, however, under 
the aspect of eternity. We may remind ourselves of 
Kojeve' s remark that Spinoza decisively anticipates Hegel 
except that, unlike Hegel, he cannot give an account of 
how he has come to absolute knowledge, i.e., to divinity. 

Chapter III 
The Appearing of That Which Appears 

Hegel begins the "Introduction" to the Phenomenology 
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with implicit reference to Kant's Critique of Pure Reason. 
The proper subject of philosophy is the absolute, but the 
request for a preliminary clarification of the human faculty 
of knowledge (Erkennen) seems reasonable. Perhaps 
knowledge is an instrument of which we dispose or a 
medium through which we see. But to use an instrument 
on something alters it; to see it through a medium dis
torts it. If either is the case, knowing so will not help us 
to know the absolute, as if by subtracting the alteration 
or distortion from the gross result we could obtain a net 
result equivalent to the absolute as such. The absolute 
would "scorn cunning ofthat sort." If knowledge of the 
absolute is possible at all, it is only because the absolute 
intrinsically "already is and wishes to be with us." (p.64) 
That is not to say that if genuine knowledge is possible 
it must be immediate, easy and intuitive, or that particu
lar deceptions and errors are impossible. What is involved 
is rather a general attitude of reliance upon and trust in 
the truth-revealing capacity of the human mind (which 
presupposes the truth-revealing capacity of the human 
senses) or the connaturality of mind and being. In this 
respect Hegel aligns himself with Plato and Aristotle 
(compare the importance of pistis in the divided-line im
age in the Republic) and against the modern "school of 
suspicion" (Nietzsche) founded by Descartes; generally 
speaking, i.e., independently of specific grounds for dis
trust, one may regard appearances as trustworthy. Un
der modern conditions, however, this trust is not 
immediate or naive; it has rather the form of "placing dis
trust in this very distrust'' and construing as ''fear of the 
truth" what presents itself as "fear of error." (p.65) That 
Hegelian trust as a fundamental attitude is thus polemi
cally conditioned, however, renders questionable its con
gruence with the Platonic-Aristotelian confidence in the 
natural harmony of mind the being. 

Indeed the Hegelian confidence in the human faculty 
of knowledge should not be understood primarily with 
reference to Plato and Aristotle, but rather with reference 
to Hegel's understanding of Kant. The Kantian limitation 
of knowledge, according to Hegel, concludes that the ab
solute is inaccessible to human knowledge by starting 
from the conception of knowledge as an instrument or 
medium, i.e., by presupposing "a distinction of ourselves 
from this knowledge." (p.65) That is, the Kantian critique 
limits knowledge but fails to give an account of its own 
activity of limiting: there is knowledge which is limited 
and there is knowledge which delimits and which itself 
must be unlimited, lest there be an infinite regress-the 
latter is Hegel's concern. One arrives at the same result 
by considering what Hegel means when he says that the 
proper object of philosophy is the absolute. The absolute 
is what is known in absolute knowledge. Absolute 
knowledge is, as Heidegger suggests, knowledge which 
has absolved itself from dependence upon things for its 
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truth. Truth meant traditionally-e.g., in Thomas 
Aquinas-the adequation of thought to thing. But there
lation (adequation or non-adequation) of thought to thing 
can itself be encompassed by thought-hence there is 
nothing outside of thought; hence thought is absolved 
of dependence on something outside of itself in order to 
have truth; hence thought is absolute. This is a central 
idea of the "Introduction," as we shall see. 

Hegel's philosophy must be a philosophy of conscious
ness because there is nothing outside of consciousness 
to which consciousness could be related-and if there 
were, consciousness could encompass that relation as 
well. 

What then according to Hegel is the essence of cons
ciousness? His most fundamental statement is this (p.69): 

What is limited to a natural life, is not able through itself to 
transcend its immediate existence; but it is by another driven 
beyond that, and this being wrenched out of its setting is its 
death. Consciousness, however, is for itself its own concept. 
Thereby it immediately transcends the limited, and since this 
limited belongs to it, consciousness transcends itself. With 
the particular there is posited at the same time the 'beyond,' 
were thls only, as in spatial intuition, next to the limited. Cons~ 
ciousness thus suffers this violence from itself; it destroys its 
own limited satisfaction. 

Thus consciousness is radically distinguished from na
ture by virtue of its continual self-transcending, its rest
less negation of the present in favor of what does not yet 
exist. But Hegel's decisive proposition-"Consciousness, 
however, is for itself its own concept"-says much more 
than this. It says that not only does consciousness repeat
edly transcend itself, assuming one "shape" (~self
world relation) after another in its quest for "satisfac
tion," but also that the goal of this process-where for 
the first time knowledge "is no longer compelled to tran
scend itself" (p.69)-is fixed, not indeed as a mere norm 
but as effectively moving, as telos presiding over the 
movement of consciousness, which movement is soon 
characterized emphatically as "dialectical." (p.73) This 
must be understood quite literally: the nature of cons
ciousness according to Hegel consists in a kind of discus
sion between what he provisionally calls "natural 
consciousness" and "real knowledge." (p.67) That in 
each "shape" of consciousness there is a discussion tak
ing place between two partners is reflected in the fact that 
the collapse of every limited shape of consciousness is 
experienced as happening along a "highway of despair 
(Verzweiflung)," (p.67) whereby the connotation of" dou
bleness" borne by Verzweiflung is by no means accidental. 

That ''consciousness is for itself its own concept'' is ex
plicated in two further propositions: "Consciousness 
gives itself its own criterion" (p.71) and "Consciousness 
examines itself." (p.72) Both refer to the redundancy (as 
well as impossibility) of an "external" or "transcenden-
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tal" or even npreliminaryrr critique of consciousness or 
knowledge (Hegel henceforth identifies the two), of 
bringing some outside criterion to consciousness or 
knowledge. That consciousness is in principle aware of 
the possible difference between the "in itself" of its ob
ject and the "being for it" of its object makes possible 
the revision of putative knowledge in the light of new 
evidence; but it is senseless to speak of an "in itself" 
which would not finally be also "for us." Not only are 
all possible criteria necessarily present in consciousness, 
so that they need not be introduced by the "critic," but 
the inherent movement of consciousness, characterized 
as self-transcendence guided effectively by a fixed goal, 
is precisely the examination, the immanent comparison 
of knowledge with its object (which stand or fall together, 
since all knowledge is knowledge-of-an-object and ev
ery object is an object-as-known), which the "critic" was 
eager to perform. The would-be critic has indeed noth
ing to do: he becomes a pure observer, whose single 
responsibility is to "omit" (Weglassen) all preconceptions; 
all that remains is "the pure looking on." (p.72) 

In the "Introduction" the Phenomenology itself is charac
terized as "the exposition of the knowledge which ap
pears" (p.66) or "the story of the education of 
consciousness toward science." (p.67) The method of the 
Phenomenology is dictated by the nature of consciousness: 
precisely because consciousness examines itself, that 
method can be purely descriptive or phenomenological 
in the Husserlian sense; precisely because the self
examination has been ''dialectical,'' has consisted in each 
of its shapes in a discussion between unatural conscious
ness" and "real knowledge," a duality whose original 
unity is the movement of consciousness, the method of 
the Phenomenology can be, for the first time in history, 
non-dialectical; precisely because the movement of cons
ciousness has been the "self-accomplishing skepticism," 
(p.67) any methodical skepticism, i.e., skepticism in the 
mode of resolve, is unnecessary. 

But although no "addition" on the part of the 
phenomenological observer is necessary, he does see 
something additional, i.e., something has emerged "be
hind the back" (p.74) of all earlier shapes of conscious
ness. What does this mean? 

What we have said so far is summarized by Hegel in 
the sentence: "This dialectical movement which conscious
ness executes on itself-on its knowledge as well as on 
its object-insofar as out of it the new true object arises, 
is precisely what is termed experience." (p.73) But "ex
perience'' for Hegel has an unusual meaning, as he em
phasizes. Not only is it much broader than the special 
Kantian meaning, namely that theoretical knowledge of 
the world which is possible for beings capable only of 
finite intuition, but it is also strange from the point of view 
of the ordinary notion of experience according to which 
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we learn from experience the untruth of our first 
knowledge-of-the-object through acquiring some later 
knowledge-of-the-object which has become available 
"casually and externally." (p.73) Contrastingly, accord
ing to Hegel's understanding of experience, it is not that 
the old knowledge-of -the-object is replaced by the new 
knowledge-of-the-object, but rather the old knowledge
of-the-object itself becomes the object of the new 
knowledge, which is therefore not knowledge of an ob
ject on a par with the old knowledge of an object, but 
rather knowledge of knowledge of the object, or 
knowledge of the relation between knowledge and its ob
ject, or as Heidegger says knowledge of the objectivity 
of the object, i.e., of that by which the object is an object 
which, however, is precisely its relationship to knowledge 
as consciousness, so that the "objectivity" of the object 
in the sense indicated is precisely, at least since Descartes, 
II subjectivity. ''6 

In any case what we, the spectators at the end of his
tory, are able to see is not only the content of the new ob
ject which arises in the transition from one shape of 
consciousness to another-which content is also visible 
to those still within the story-but also its "form or pure 
origination." (p.74) The "form or pure origination" of 
every such transition is knowledge of knowledge or self
consciousness; it has primarily nothing to do with new 
discoveries regarding objects in the world. Thus a man 
regards objects in the world differently from how a boy 
regards them; but a boy becomes a man not by first learn
ing something new about objects, but rather in and 
through becoming conscious that he himself is a man
the new attitude toward objects follows from his new 
self-consciousness. Hegel recognizes of course that the 
relationship between consciousness of self and conscious
ness of objects is in important respects reciprocal. But his 
analysis assigns a definite priority to self-consciousness 
for the reason, it seems, that only so can change or 
progress be accounted for: the relation of self to itself is 
ultimately groundless-the self (as distinct from the soul) 
does not objectively precede its interpretation of itself
hence self-grounding or free, in a way in which the rela
tion of self to object is not; and freedom in this sense is 
the condition of change or progress. 

In any case, recognition of this uconversion of cons
ciousness," whereby the form of origination of the new 
object consists in the first knowledge-of-the-object be
coming itself an object of knowledge, which latter is there
fore knowledge of the knowledge of the object or 
self-consciousness, so that every self-world relationship 
is ultimately reducible to self-reflection-this is "our ad
dition," (p.74) namely this is the insight possible for the 
first time at the end of history and in the mode of 
recollection. 

Compared with the insight into the inner form of all ac-
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tual transitions from one shape of consciousness to 
another, the other insight possible for the first time at the 
end of history, namely the insight into the principle of 
"determinate negations," (p.69) whereby the external ord
er of the shapes of consciousness is constituted into an 
intelligible progression, is of secondary importance and, 
indeed, is derivative from the first insight. That is, on the 
basis of the insight into the form of transition as such, 
the relation of any shape to any other shape can be made 
intelligible. Thus the final "shape" is not a shape at all 
but rather the shape of shapes or the idea of ideas, i.e., 
the final object of knowledge is not an object, not even 
the knowledge of an object, but pure knowledge of 
knowledge as such. That is, what has been effective as 
moving throughout finally becomes perfectly conscious 
of itself. If the final "shape" is no shape at all but rather 
the shape of shapes, hence beyond discourse of the kind 
which is appropriate to shapes as such, then indeed one 
may follow Heidegger in asserting that the "way of the 
soul" re-created by the Phenomenology does not lead 
through false appearances into the true appearance 
(~Being), but rather that from the standpoint of abso
lute knowledge one beholds "the appearing of that which 
appears" which appearing is not itself an appearance or: 
Being is not itself an entity. 

But we must emphasize one thing which Heidegger ig
nores, namely that if the ultimate "shape" is a shape of 
shapes, hence no true shape, then the penultimate shape 
becomes of very great interest indeed. It is the shape 
highest in rank and must to a unique degree imitate the 
"shape" which is, as the shape of shapes, beyond shape. 
That penultimate shape is presented by Hegel as arising 
from the convergence of the critique of the beautiful soul 
as the necessary consequence of the French Revolution 
with re-enactment of the passion of Christ. We shall later 
have occasion to try to understand this. 

Here we may remark in conclusion that Hegel's notion 
of 11 determinate negation" has in itself always possessed 
considerable evidence, as for example in the case of 
Nietzsche's 11paganism," which as essentially anti
Christian is necessarily post-Christian, hence fundamen
tally different from all naive or immediate "paganism." 
But that "determinate negations" can be seen from the 
standpoint of the end of history to have been necessary
namely, not only did the earlier, because negated by the 
later, make a difference to the later, but also, given the 
earlier the later could not have been otherwise-is of 
course a very different matter. 

Chapter IV 

Hegel and "The Problem of Knowledge" 
I. 

The first three chapters of the Phenomenology 
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proper-on ''sense-certainty,'' ''perception'' and 
"understanding" -concern what is usually referred to as 
"the problem of knowledge": they review and criticize 
three significant epistemological positions. The criticism 
purports to be internal, to be inseparable from the review; 
it also of course purports to have some cogency. But it 
does not purport to be conclusive taken by itself. What 
is most characteristic about Hegel's own "theory of 
knowledge" is precisely that in the last resort it appeals 
to extra-theoretical considerations, to human praxis in the 
world. This means on the one hand that praxis in the 
sense of labor and political struggle is a test of putative 
theoretical truth (including the truth of "theory of 
knowledge"). This aspect of Hegel's thought has of 
course been developed by Marx and (in somewhat differ
ent terms) by American pragmatism. But it also means 
that theory itself is a mode of human praxis, and that that 
theory must take this fact about itself into account. For 
example, the content of natural science must somehow 
take into account the fact of natural science, namely the 
practice of certain men who are natural scientists and who 
have a certain experience of, e.g., wonder, freedom and 
purposiveness. 

With these considerations in mind we shall briefly ex
amine, first, Hegel's immanent critique of the epistemol
ogies designated by "sense-certainty," "perception" and 
"understanding" and his climactic appeal to a wider 
"practical" experience; and, second, some of his reflec
tions on modern (Newtonian) natural science in itself and 
in its distinction from human science. 

II. 
Sense-certainty (sinnliche Gewissheit) is to begin with 

the bare apprehending of a "this-here-now." Nothing 
could be more certain; but, as develops in Hegel's anal
ysis, nothing could be Jess true. For not mere pointing, 
but only language can be the medium of truth; and lan
guage introduces the universal-"now," applying in
differently to all particular moments, is itself 
non-particular or universal-which is therefore the truth 
of sense-certainty. One could perhaps hold that mere 
pointing rather than language is the medium of truth; but 
one could not say so without self-contradiction. This ac
cording to Hegel is the flaw of all positivistic epistemolo
gies: in declaring that only the individual and not the 
universal truly is, they overlook the fact that "the in
dividual" is the most universal concept of all. Even 
animals are wiser than empiricists: they are so "idealis
tic" as to trust things of sense as utterly insubstantial
they "eat them up." (p.87) Hegel's joke points to his con
tention that, although to a certain extent immanent criti
cism is possible, epistemological questions are answered 
decisively on trans-epistemological grounds. 
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The key point about "perception" (Wahmehmung: "per
ceptual understan<ling" might be a better translation) is 
that it is identical with "sound common sense" (Men
schenverstand). Ordinary common sense is superior to 
sense-certainty in that it admits that one must deal with 
universals and not with mere 0 thises. n However, it does 
not go far enough; it stops short of admitting the neces
sity of the most "abstract" universals (which it calls mere 
"thought-things") which, however, secretly structure 
discourse. Philosophy thematizes precisely these and 
thus, unlike sound common sense, is not mastered by 
them. More specifically, common sense is obscurely 
aware of certain contradictions-a thing is one and many 
(a unity with many properties, whereby it is not clear 
whether the unity is contributed by the subject or the ob
ject), is self-subsistent yet involved in a network of rela
tions with other things-but tries to minimize these 
contradictions by such locutions as "in so far as" and "in 
one aspect." Philosophy, contrastingly, apprehends such 
contradictions as being at the heart of reality and pursues 
them relentlessly. 

The third chapter of the Phenomenology is entitled 
"Force and Understanding, Appearance and the Super
sensible World." The first pair of terms refers roughly 
to a certain interpretation of Newtonian natural science, 
the second pair to Kant's transcendental idealism. Hegel's 
criticism of Newtonian natural science is summarized in 
the sentence: "It is an explanation that not only explains 
nothing, but is so plain that, while it makes as if it would 
say something different from what is already said, it really 
says nothing at all, but merely repeats the same thing over 
again." (p. 119) That is, the Newtonian concept of force 
(Kraft), while it purports to offer insight into the nature 
of bodies, is actually reducible to the regularity or law
fulness observed in the motion of bodies. Hegel writes: 
"A law is expressed; from this its inherently universal 
element or ground is distinguished as force; but regard
ing this distinction it is asserted that it is no distinction, 
rather that the ground has entirely the same constitution 
as the law ... In other words, force has exactly the same 
constitution as law; both are thus declared to be in no 
way distinct." (p.119) This discussion anticipates the fa
mous distinction between causality and lawfulness made 
by Emile Meyerson in Identity and Reality: lawfulness or 
regular succession is no doubt sufficient for purposes of 
prediction and action but science seeks understanding, 
namely an insight into the natures of its objects on the 
basis of which one can see that the effect is equal to its 
cause, so that "Things are thus because they were already 
previously thus," i.e., "the principle of causality is none 
other than the principle of identity applied to the exis
tence of objects in time. " 7 

Hegel's chief objection against Kantian transcendental 
idealism is that if there is a noumenal world, there is prac-
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tically nothing which can be said about it-but this at least 
calls into serious question the very existence of the nou
menal world: "The result is of course the same if you 
place a blind man amid the wealth of the supersensible 
world ... and if you place one with sight in absolute dark
ness or, if you like, in pure light, supposing the super
sensible world to be this. The seeing man sees in that pure 
light as little as in absolute darkness, and just as much 
as the blind man in the ample wealth which lay before 
him." (p.112) But to say that the unknowability of the 
noumenal realm can as well be explained by its non
existence as by the limited faculties of the knowing sub
ject is not to have refuted the latter position. Indeed Hegel 
does not think that a strictly theoretical refutation is pos
sible here, as becomes clear from the final paragraph of 
Chapter III. His declaration of what is usually called the 
transition from critical to absolute idealism is well-known: 
"It is manifest that behind the so-called curtain, which 
is to hide the inner world, there is nothing to be seen un
less we ourselves go behind there, as much in order that 
we may thereby see, as that there may be something be
hind there which can be seen." (p.128) But the immedi
ately following sentences, appealing to trans-theoretical 
experience to solve an "epistemological" problem, are 
equally important: "But it is clear at the same time that 
we cannot without more ado go directly behind there. 
For this knowledge of what is the truth of the notion of 
the realm of appearances and its inner being, is itself only 
a result arrived at after a long and devious process, in 
the course of which the shapes of consciousness 'mean
ing,' 'perception' and 'understanding' disappear." 
(p.129) That is, to know that the truth of consciousness 
of objects is self-consciousness-i.e., that the world of 
objects in which men find themselves poses no absolute 
limits to either their knowledge or their action-requires 
trans-theoretical experience. And, as Hegel concludes, 
to know fully what the self encounters in its radical self
encountering "requires a still wider compass" (noch 
weiterer Umstande bedarf). (p.129) The next chapter of the 
Phenomenology, entitled "Self-Consciousness," begins 
with the story of master and slave, originating human 
praxis in the form of labor (~technological transforma
tion of nature) on the one hand and the political struggle 
on the other. 

III. 
To complete our sketch of Hegel's "theory of 

knowledge" we shall consider several aspects of his treat
ment of the physical science of his day in the first half 
of Chapter V of the Phenomenology, entitled "Reason as 
Observation" (Beobachtende Vemunft). We recall first by 
way of preliminary that the Phenomenology, which is to 
culminate in absolute knowledge, is according to the "In
troduction'' the ''science of the experience of conscious-
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ness," and consciousness is radically distinct from nature. 
Thus Hegel's primary interest is not in nature as such but 
rather in the observation of nature, namely in the ex
perience of natural scientists. The fact that there is natural 
science is according to Hegel more revealing than the con
tent of natural science at a particular time. 

Hegel begins his discussion of modern natural science 
by emphasizing that its characteristic orientation presup
poses a break with common-sense experience: "Form
erly, consciousness merely happened to perceive and 
experience much about the thing. But here it itself insti
tutes [anstellt] the observations and the experience." 
(p.183) This of course echoes the famous passage in the 
Preface to the second edition of the Critique of Pure Rea
son in which Kant maintains: ''Accidental observations, 
made in obedience to no projected plan, can never be 
made to yield a necessary law, which alone reason is con
cerned to discover." Rather, the mind must look beyond 
such objects as merely happen to be given, and, in the 
light of a conception somehow "in advance of" what 
merely happens to be given (Newton's "body left to it
self'' would, after all, never have been encountered ''em
pirically"), draw up a plan whereby nature is put under 
conditions "experimentally" and forced to answer ques
tions devised by the mind, which can have "insight only 
into that which it brings forth according to a project of 
its own.'' 

Employing the language of Kant in the Prolegomena, one 
may say that whereas for ancient science Erfahrungsur
teil arises "naturally" or "non-violently" out of Wahr
nehmungsurteil, for modern science a kind of 
thinking-projecting which is inseparable from experimen
tation is necessary to effect this transformation. That on 
the modern view scientific knowledge can arise out of 
prescientific knowledge only through the intervention of 
thinking as horizon-projecting on the one hand and ex
perimentation on the other, seems to be grounded in a 
denial of thaumazein, the wonder or astonishment which 
according to the ancients is the origin of science. This at 
least seems to have been the understanding of Descartes 
(Passions of the Soul, Part II, articles 75-77) for whom, 
although wonder is somehow necessary in the beginning, 
it must be replaced by the discipline of method: 

But it much more frequently occurs that we wonder too much, 
and that we are astonished in perceiving things which deserve 
little or no consideration, than that we wonder too little. And 
this may entirely prevent or pervert the use of reason. That 
is why, although it is good to be born with some inclination 
towards this passion, because that disposes us for the acqui
sition of the sciences, we must at the same time afterwards 
try to free ourselves from it as much as possible. For it is easy 
to supplement its defects by special reflection and attention 
which our will can always oblige our understanding to give 
on those occasions where we judge that the matter which 
presents itself is worth the trouble. 
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However that may be, reason (in the sense of modern 
science), by virtue of its anticipatory project into the 
world, is confident of discovering itself there in what ap
pears to be alien. By means of its project, "it plants the 
symbol of its sovereignty on the heights and in the depths 
of reality." But-and this is of decisive significance-" this 
superficial 'mine' is not its final and supreme interest" 
because "Reason has a presentiment of being a deeper 
reality than pure [Kantian] ego is." (p.184) Otherwise 
stated: reason desires to find itself in the diversity of con
crete reality, not only in the "reduced" objects of mathe
matical natural science; the whole human being, not 
merely the "transcendental ego," desires to be at home 
in the world; reason is more than ''abstract reason,'' as 
Hegel puts it. To satisfy its broadest and deepest long
ing, reason cannot limit itself to mathematical natural 
science, i.e., to a world of "reduced" objects; rather it 
must "descend into the depths of its own being, and seek 
reason there rather than in things." (p.184) Having found 
itself in man's spiritual (~historical) experience, reason 
can then turn back to the world of ("reduced") natural 
objects, whose truest significance, in the light of which 
its other possible determinations must be seen, is to be 
the setting in which human development toward perfect 
self -consciousness occurs. 

As regards Hegel's discussion of particular questions 
within the natural sciences, we shall limit ourselves to 
three topics: the problem of causation within mechanics; 
the difference in principle between inorganic and organ
ic being and the prefiguration by the latter of the life of 
Geist; and the difference in principle between natural and 
human science on the ground that "man's being is his 
act." 

1. Mechanics seeks the laws of motion of bodies. The 
question arises whether such laws can be necessary or 
must be merely contingent or empirical. Kant rightly saw 
that laws could be necessary-and Hegel agrees with Kant 
that "unnecessary laws" are no laws at all-only if na
ture is apprehended as "experience/' that is, in concepts 
(Begriffen). Here he was right against Hume. He was 
wrong however in thinking that such Begriffen are mere
ly subjective: "the concept sets itself forth in the form 
of thinghood and sensuous existence." (p.189) Necessary 
connection according to Hegel is not our contribution; it 
is given in nature. He offers the following analysis: 

The law that all dropped stones fall does not require 
that every existing stone has been dropped and has fallen; 
nor does it mean that many stones have been dropped 
and have fallen, so that by analogy we can affirm a "high 
probability" that the next one will likewise fall. There is 
a difference of essence between "so far every time" and 
"must necessarily." Not mere induction, but "insight 
into the pure concept" in addition to induction is required 
before one can speak of truth rather than mere probabil-
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ity. For example, "that a stone falls is true for conscious
ness, because to it the stone is heavy, i.e., because in 
weight, taken in itself as such, the stone has that essen
tial relation to the earth expressed in the fact of falling." 
(p.191) How can a stone be heavy "to consciousness"? 
precisely because for Hegel, contrary to Descartes and 
Hume, consciousness is not disembodied, is not mere 
"detached" beholding. That consciousness according to 
Hegel is essentially incamate is strikingly clear from his 
account of the origin of self-consciousness in the strug
gle between master and slave-the constitutive charac
ter of fear of death would be impossible with respect to 
Descartes' thinking substance. More prosaically, it is clear 
from his anti-Cartesian theory of organism, of which we 
shall speak briefly below. Thus Hegel holds that we do 
not, contrary especially to Hume, merely behold drop/fall 
sequences, but rather exist bodily in a world: much of 
our experience is non-theoretical in a literal sense~that 
is, it consists in something other than ("detached'') look
ing. Therefore such concepts as "weight" (more gener
ally: "force" and "resistance") are available to us-in the 
mode of actum rather than datum as Hans Jonas has put 
it-and form the basis of our projection of the world as 
nature. Given that projection, Hegel goes on to say, we 
interrogate particular happenings in certain pre-specified 
ways; we take them as instances of types rather than as 
mere individuals. Crucial to this abstraction from their 
individuality is experimentation. Experiment seems to 
plunge reason further into the empirical and contingent, 
but the opposite is actually the case: the experiment is 
regulated according to a transempirical project (e.g., "a 
body left to itself") and the varying of conditions aims 
at the greatest possible generality. 

2. Hegel insists upon the difference in principle be
tween inorganic and organic being. His orientation on fhe 
whole is decidedly Aristotelian, especially against the 
background of the Cartesianism which pervades modem 
biology generally. In particular, Hegel restores the 
Aristotelian concept of soul as "the organic substance qua 
inner" (p.199) over against fhe Cartesian concept accord
ing to which soul is identical with consciousness (which 
is understood primarily as pure thinking) and is pos
sessed only by man, so that "animals" are merely 
automata-explicable wholly in mechanical terms-which 
exhibit a certain class of behavior. Not only does Hegel 
permit soul as inwardness-in-general to extend down
ward through animals to plants (though, contrary to 
Spinoza and Leibniz, not to all being as such) but also, 
again like Aristotle, he understands soul primarily as ac
tivity, namely the activity of maintaining organic individu
ality as constant form through change of matter: "The 
activity as such is nothing but the pure insubstantial form 
of its being for itself ... and the purpose of the activity 
does not fall outside the activity." (p.198) Indeed, only 
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with respect to organic being can we even speak of in
dividuality in the strict sense: "the 'individuum' consists 
in preserving itself [ sich erhalten] in relation to another" 
and inorganic being fails this test: "What, however, 
stands on a still lower level [than plants] cannot any 
longer distinguish itself from another; it gets lost when 
it comes into opposition" (p.188) as, for example, in 
chemical reactions. 

The activity by which organic being preserves itself 
through active commerce with its world must be under
stood in terms of intrinsic purpose: ''the organic is in fact 
the real purpose itself" which is to say that "the last or 
the result is just as much the first which starts the move
ment, and is to itself the purpose which it realizes. The 
organic brings nothing forth, but rather merely preserves 
itself, or what is brought forth is as much already present 
as brought forth." (p.l95) A remarkable assertion follows: 
uThis is exactly, however, the way self-consciousness is 
constituted." (p.l96) Organic life is an analogue and, so 
to speak, prefiguration of the life of Geist. The sole differ
ence between them, Hegel says here, is that organic life 
attains only to self-feeling (Selbstgefuhl) whereas human 
life, as the vessel of Geist, attains to self-consciousness. But 
both must be understood with reference to the effective 
presence of telos in the beginning, whereby "what is 
brought forth is as much already present as brought 
forth." This creates great difficulties for Kojeve's interpre
tation, according to which human freedom is essentially 
creativity, i.e., the faculty of bringing into existence some
thing which has never been before. 

3. In the final sections of "Reason as Observation" 
Hegel makes an emphatic distinction between natural 
science and human science: the methods appropriate to 
the former produce only confustion when applied to the 
latter. He takes this matter up under the heading of "psy
chology" on the one hand and "physiognomy and phre
nology" on the other. Psychology according to Hegel (he 
has in mind of course its pre-Freudian varieties) attempts 
to explain individual behavior in terms of environment: 
"the given circumstances, place, habits, customs, religion 
and so forth." (p.225) But psychology overlooks the fact 
that the individual creates a "world" out of a mere en
vironment through his choices; or if he does not choose, 
it is because he has chosen not to choose. Thus "a world 
for the individual" can have either of two meanings: "It 
is fhe world of the individual only insofar as this individu
al was merely fused and blended with it, had let that 
world, just as it is, pass into his own nature, and had 
taken up towards it merely the attitude of a formal cons
ciousness; or on the other hand it is the owrld of the in
dividual in the sense in which the given has been 
transformed by him." If a man becomes a thing, it is be
cause he has so chosen, and thereby he is not a thing: 
"the individual either lets the stream of reality flowing 
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in upon him have its way, or breaks off and diverts the 
current of its influence." (p.226) 

Psychology according to Hegel must admit that in
dividuals with like environments have different 
"worlds"; it now tries to account for this fact in terms 
of differences in individual bodies, transforming itself into 
physiognomy and phrenology. There is a certain valid 
ground for this attempt, Hegel holds, in the peculiar psy
chophysical unity of man: body is not only a condition 
but also an expression of spirit-here one may think of 
Hegel's discussion of Greek gymnastic as "living work 
of art." Man is essentially incarnate and worldly; there
fore, for example, the audible word is not a mere sign but 
an expression of thought; in a way the outer not merely 
indicates but actually gives the inner. 

Thus Hegel's objection against physiognomy and phre
nology (and in general any anthropology which treats 
man as a thing) is not that it attempts to read the inner 
in the outer-Hegel agrees that what remains purely in
ner cannot strictly speaking be known; for reasons which 
we must discuss when taking up the "critique of the 
beautiful soul," Hegel is very doubtful about the value 
of introspection-but rather that it attempts to read the 
inner in the outer as (static) being rather than as act. He 
writes, against any such "naturalistic" anthropology: 
"The true being of a man is, on the contrary, his act; in 
it his individuality is actual." And again: "Individuality 
exposes itself (stellt sich dar) in action as the negative es
sence which only is insofar as it cancels (aufhebt) being." 
(p.236) We may amplify this last remark by observing that 
what is meant is the cancellation of being (i.e., of what 
is merely given) both within and without the actor him
self, who changes himself in and through changing the 
world. One may restate Hegel's argument by saying that 
the "naturalistic" anthropologies against which he con
tends are ''deterministic'' and hence miss human free
dom, but this is adequate to Hegel's intention only if one 
understands by "freedom" not "freedom of choice" but 
rather the capacity to bring something new into the world 
through action, which ncreation/' however, presupposes 
negation or destruction, at least as regards ''form,'' of 
what has been before. 

Chapter V 
Self-Consciousness and Historical Praxis 

I. 
With self-consciousness "we have now passed into the 

realm where truth is at home." (p.134) Life is the soil of 
which self-consciousness grows (although its "growth" 
can hardly be characterized as ''natural'' -at least not in 
Aristotle's sense-since the decisive moment in that 
"growth" consists in its radically opposing itself to its 
origin, namely to life) and the core of life is desire. Desire 
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mediates between consciousness of objects as other and 
consciousness that otherness is mere appearance. This 
latter consciousness is equivalent to self-consciousness: 
the self is conscious that the end or truth of objects is it
self, so that consciousness of objects collapses into self
consciousness, i.e., the otherness of objects is revealed 
to be mere appearance. This is not to say that "intellect" 
precedes 0 Will": desire is so to speak experimental or di
alectical and, moreover, on the level of mere animalistic 
existence, is a failure-otherness turns out to be more 
than mere appearance. Desire and satisfaction with 
respect to particular natural objects constitute a never
ending cycle; animals depend on things, experiencing 
only occasionally interrupted need; otherness as such is 
not overcome. Without the overcoming of otherness, 
whereby the self achieves its independence from nature 
as such (as distinct from the annihilation of particular 
natural objects) self-consciousness is not possible; 
animals therefore lack self-consciousness. 

Independence of the self from nature as such, hence 
self-consciousness, can result only from the self's radi
cal denial of its natural neediness, its need for natural ob
jects; that is, from the self's voluntary exposure to death 
(non-being): the self must show that "it is fettered to no 
determinate existence." (p.144) The fundamental motive 
for that denial and that exposure according to Hegel is 
not, for example, the love of a friend for whom one would 
lay down one's life, but rather the desire for "recogni
tion'' or prestige, which is an irreducible human datum. 
Recognition, however, can be conferred by no mere 
natural object, but only by another (incipient) self
consciousness. One must speak of an "incipient" self
consciousness for the reason that ''self-consciousness ex
ists in and for itself ... only as something recognized" 
(p.141); that is, one's mere certainty of oneself (whatever 
the content of that certainty at a particular time: in the be
ginning each self is certain of himself as the sole center 
of existence; in the end it is only one's human dignity 
as such which is affirmed) is raised to the level of objec
tive truth only by the mediation of social recognition. With 
this qualification one may say that "self-consciousness 
attains its satisfaction only in another self
consciousness." (p .139) 

Hence ensues a life and death struggle for pure pres
tige between two self-consciousnesses, each bent on en
forcing recognition-by which his subjective certainty will 
be transformed into objective truth-that he alone is the 
center of existence. If one submits to the other in order 
to forestall death (failing which "contingency," accord
ing to Hegel, there would have been no history), a 
master-slave relation is established. The relationship is 
mediated by nature in the dual sense that fear of nature's 
death is the slave's strongest motive-the motive which 
originated and sustains his servile condition-and that the 
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slave technologically transforms nature for the delecta
tion of the master. But the master's conquest is futile: he 
is recognized as an autonomous consciousness by a cons
ciousness whose autonomy he himself does not recog
nize. Master consciousness, oscillating between bloody 
struggle for prestige and effortless consumption, is a dead 
end: its sole historical function is to arouse servile cons
ciousness: "But as lordship showed its essential nature 
to be the reverse of what it wants to be, so too bondage 
will, when completed, pass into the opposite of what it 
immediately is: being a consciousness repressed within 
itself, it will enter into itself, and change round into an 
authentic independence." (pp.147-8) 

It is above all by labor (Arbeit, which in some contexts 
is better translated as "work") that servile consciousness 
changes itself. Labor is "desire restrained," (pp .148-9) 
satisfaction postponed (one may think, for example, of 
the making of tools, whereby immediate consumption is 
foregone in favor of increased or refined consumption at 
a later time); in this sense one may say that labor requires 
and develops the power of abstraction, of liberation from 
absorption in immediate wants. Not only is material na
ture technologically transformed thereby, but "culture" 
in general-language, poetry and philosophy-is also 
generated by servile consciousness, whose principles are 
fear of violent death and the renunciation of prestige or 
glory (although the desire for recognition in the widest 
sense-recognition of one's dignity though not of one's 
superiority-is not renounced). Through its achievements 
servile consciousness gains self-confidence, i.e., achieves 
genuine self-consciousness. For this process both fear 
and labor are absolutely indispensable. Without labor 
"fear remains inward and mute" (p.149); that is, it 
produces neither a transformed world nor a transformed 
self. Without fear of death (deepened and made all
pervasive-in contradistinction to mere haphazard animal 
fear-by the abiding presence of the master, which 
presence now of course is "intellectual" rather than u sen
suous" as at the time of the actual battle) labor might 
transform the world, but the transformation would lack 
range and depth (would be the work, as Kojeve puts it, 
of a "reformer" rather than a "revolutionary"); might 
transform the self, but the self-confidence produced 
would be frivolous, lacking in ultimate seriousness. It is 
important to realize that here for once-in contrast to all 
that Hegel so often says concerning how great deeds are 
brought about by "unwitting" agents-the advantage 
which the slave has over the master is ultimately a mat
ter of knowledge: in being shaken to the core of his exis
tence by fear of "death, the absolute master," (p.148) the 
slave has a deeper knowledge of the true human situa
tion than does the master. In any case, given both labor 
and fear of violent death, we are on the road to freedom, 
which for Hegel as for Plato is equivalent to wisdom and 
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which is further equivalent, for Hegel but not for Plato, 
to the plenitude of self-consciousness. 

The passage which we have been considering is of great 
importance for an understanding of Hegel's thought as 
a whole, and in particular for an understanding of his con
ception of the relation between theory and practice as well 
as for an understanding of the relation between Hegel 
and Marx. Therefore we shall pause to offer the follow
ing questions and reflections: 

1. Who is the more "political" thinker, Hegel or Marx? 
In one respect one may certainly say that Marx's thought 
is more political, namely in the sense that he issues a call 
for revolution, whereas Hegel's philosophy of the state 
(The Philosophy of Right) is purely contemplative, i.e., con
cerned to exhibit the essential rationality of what is al
ready present, whereby Hegel emphasizes that no 
meaningful deeds remain to be performed. In another 
respect, however, Hegel's thought is more political than 
that of Marx: for Marx-surely for the late Marx-the 
movement of history is propelled by changes in modes 
of production and property relations, of which political 
struggle is a mere "reflection"; for Hegel, political strug
gle in the sense of struggle for recognition or prestige is 
antecedent to all production and property: that the slave 
transforms nature at the behest of the master is only the 
sign and consequence of a struggle waged for purely 
"ideal" values. Moreover, there is a way in which Marx's 
thought differs from that of Hegel not only by being 
economic-deterministic where Hegel's is political, but 
even by being individualistic where Hegel's is social. That 
is, in the Manuscripts of 1844 Marx insists that private 
property is the result, not the cause, of human self
alienation, and that although man's self-alienation is 
worked out among other men, the ''original sin'' was rad
ically individualistic, consisting in man's rebellion against 
his species life, as if labor could be a mere means to a 
higher (private) end, instead of being the essentially hu
man activity expressive of man's (species) dominion over 
nature. It is true that Marx later-even by 1845-seems 
to have dropped this conception. And we must add that 
it is also questionable how far Hegel's conception of the 
•fundamental structures of human existence is actually so
cial, i.e., how far it necessarily postulates the existence 
of a plurality of men. At first glance it appears that Hegel 
places an enormous emphasis on the radically social 
character of human existence: he insists that self
consciousness exists only by being recognized by another 
self-consciousness; the social is partly constitutive of the 
individual. But by "the social" Hegel does not ultimate
ly mean "men in their plurality" as can already be seen 
from several passages characterizing the "society" con
stituted by the life and death struggle which issues in the 
master-slave relationship. Hegel says of this "society" 
that it is essentially a unitary self -consciousness which 
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"breaks itself up into two extremes" (p.142) which "qua 
extremes, are opposed to one another, and of which one 
is merely recognized, while the other only recognizes." 
(p.143) But the true reality is the unitary (though of course 
not static) self-consciousness of the "society"; the dual
ity of the two self-consciousnesses who engage in the life 
and death struggle is somehow a kind of foreground il
lusion. The sort of interpretation in which Hegel indulges 
here is of course possible only in retrospect; for Marx, 
insofar as he not only looks forward to but also calls for 
a meaningful revolution, the evidently opposing forces 
within society can hardly be seen as a mere foreground 
refraction of a societal self -consciousness (whether as 
such or as a "reflection" of material factors) which is es
sentially one-though containing oppositions-and un
folds according to its own law. 

2. Does the slave really want to become something 
different from a master? We have seen that according to 
Hegel master-consciousness is a blind-alley: the master 
is not satisfied because he is recognized only by a self
consciousness which he himself does not recognize in the 
same way. Therefore only servile consciousness can be 
"progressive." No doubt the slave has powerful incen
tives for transcending his condition; the question is, 
toward what will he transcend it. Hegel tacitly assumes, 
and Kojeve explicitly states, that the slave does not desire 
to become a master; therefore, discontent with being a 
slave and not desiring to become a master, he must in 
transforming himself create a ''new man.'' History is the 
story of the creation by servile consciousness of the new 
man. But is it true that the slave does not wish to become 
a master, to lord it over those who have lorded it over 
him or failing that, to lord it over someone? Are not 
resentment and revenge likely to come into play in revolu
tionary situations, as the analyses of Nietzsche and others 
have suggested? To this one might reply, as Marx would 
presumably have replied, that the empirical motives of 
those engaging in the revolution are irrelevant; what 
alone is decisive is the set of objective conditions-on the 
one hand the advanced stage of technological develop
ment and on the other the extreme concentration of pri
vate wealth into the hands of very few-because of which 
for the first time in history a class can emancipate itself 
without enslaving another class. But even if Marx is justi
fied in making this claim (which one may doubt), Hegel 
would not be justified in making a similar claim. For Marx 
there is no prestige-battle as constitutive of human cons
ciousness; the master-slave relationship which assumes 
various guises throughout history is economically moti
vated as it is economically "justified": in the beginning 
man is radically needy and impotent vis a vis nature; only 
by a kind of species asceticism, submitted to by bourgeois 
(who must for reasons of competition re-invest rather 
than consume) as well as proletarian (who cannot afford 
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to consume), has man's original weakness vis a vis na
ture been transformed into tremendous power. In the 
measure that one must speak of motives at all, the driv
ing motive of history according to Marx is greed, and 
greed is meaningless when a practically unlimited sup
ply of material goods becomes available. For Hegel, 
however, not the desire for material goods but rather the 
desire for recognition is decisive, and recognition, unless 
its meaning somehow be transformed in the course of his
tory, is always only limitedly available. That is, accord
ing to the original meaning of recognition, to be 
recognized is to have one's certainty of being the center 
of existence, for whose sake all objects (including would
be subjects) exist, socially confirmed. lf the extension of 
recognition from one master to a class of masters and ul
timately to all men is the goal of history, surely one may 
ask whether the finally achieved recognition of each by 
all will have the same power to satisfy which the origi
nally sought recognition had. Strangely enough, it may 
be more pqssible to make so-called "material values" su
perabundantly available than it is to make certain at least 
of the so-called "ideal values" superabundantly availa
ble, and this makes the notion of an "end of history" 
even more problematical in a Hegelian than in a Marxian 
context-all this on the assumption, that is, that the 
master-slave dialectic is so exclusively constitutive for 
Hegel's conception of historical movement as Kojeve 
takes it to be. This one may doubt, as is indicated by the 
following brief consideration of the role of death
consciousness in Hegel's philosophy. 

3. The slave is enslaved according to Hegel by his fear 
of death which moves him to submit to the master; there
fore his ultimate liberation require& that he overcome his 
fear of death. The slave's fear of death is his inability to 
transcend or ''abstract from'' his natural being and there
by from nature in general. In labor, however, the slave 
technologically transforms nature, cancels its original 
form and imposes on it a form originated by himself. This 
no doubt constitutes a kind a transcendence of nature: 
"In cancelling the actual form confronting it," servile 
consciousness is "destroying precisely the alien reality 
before which it trembled." (p.l49) But Hegel does not 
suppose that even with the conquest of nature to the 
greatest extent (the only limit being, apparently, man's 
natural mortality), its transformation into a world of 
which man alone is the measure, fear of death automati
cally disappears. (We ourselves perhaps have some rea
son to think that under such conditions fear of death is 
more easily covered up and kept from view, however.) 
Rather, the slave's fear of death must somehow be over
come by a specific conscious act. The precise character 
of this act in Hegel's conception is difficultto determine. 
Kojeve offers this account": The slave is enslaved because 
he is unwilling to risk his life in a struggle to the death. 
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Therefore, before servility can be finally overcome and 
the new man fully created, the slave must overcome his 
fear of death by risking his life in political struggle. Vari
ous ideologies-e.g., Stoicism, Christianity-are mere 
evasions and postponements of what is finally inevita
ble, namely that the slave risk his life in bloody revolu
tion. According to Hegel the French Revolution is the 
crucial revolution, and the Terror, imposed by slaves on 
slaves (there being in the strict sense no masters since 
the demise of paganism, i.e., the victory of Christianity) 
is the experience in which modern man achieved ade
quate death-consciousness as essential to adequate self
consciousness in general. Adequate death-consciousness 
means not only acceptance of the finality of death, of the 
radical mortality of man, all hopes of an afterlife being 
abandoned, but rather, in addition, sati~faction (which 
is not to say happiness) in human mortality, on the 
ground that if man were not mortal, i.e., if there were 
a God, there would be a being of infinite worth which 
owed nothing to human cr ation, and this would affront 
man's infinite pride, whic, can be "satisfied" only on 
condition that human exit ~nee be as nearly causa sui as 
possible, so that if an irrec cible "givenness" remains
the fact of Being as such-, can be discounted as virtual
ly worthless. (We may a< that for Kojeve communist 
revolution fits the Hegeliar. i.teria better than the French 
revolution, though he faults J\: 'll"X for not insisting on the 
necessarily violent character of the revolution, i.e., on the 
way in which revolutionary violence as such is constitu
tive of the consciousness of the "new man.") 

There is, however, a great difficulty with Kojeve' s in
terpretation. That is, in his discussion of the French revo
lution, Hegel indeed speaks of the centrality of the 
experience of death to the Terror, but he characterizes 
that experience as follows: "It is thus the most cold
blooded and meaningless death of all, with no more sig
nificance than cleaving a head of cabbage or swallowing 
a draught of water." (p.418) Such an experience of death 
hardly qualifies as constitutive of the perfectly adequate 
self-consciousness the achievement of which is to bring 
history to an end. 

Yet there is no doubt that a new attitude toward death 
arising in the wake of the French revolution, namely in 
Hegel's interpretation of the French revolution, is a cru
cial element in the transformation of philosophy into wis
dom which is accomplished by the end of the 
Phenomenology. But that attitude toward death, as we shall 
see in the seventh chapter of this essay, is essentially the 
product of Hegel's "recollection" of the experience of 
Christ on the cross, and while that attitude may not be 
identical with resignation, neither is it identical with the 
satisfaction of man's pride in his self-creation. "Recon
ciliation," which is from the outset the goal of Hegel's 
philosophic effort, is a highly ambiguous matter. For the 
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present we may conclude that although the master-slave 
dialectic is of great importance for Hegel, it is not so far
reaching as Kojeve' s interpretation would have it: in par
ticular, Hegel's death-concept derives primarily from 
sources other than the revolutionary experiences gener
ated by the dialectic of master and slave. 

II. 
After the section setting forth the story of master and 

slave, Hegel takes up, under the heading of "Freedom 
of Self-Consciousness," the phenomena of Stoicism, 
skepticism and 11Unhappy consciousness" (i.e., primar
ily but not exclusively the self-consciousness of medieval 
Christendom). These are the products of servile cons
ciousness on its way toward freedom. 

With regard to Stoicism in particular it is important to 
realize that although Hegel alludes to Marcus Aurelius 
and Epictetus (saying that Stoicism exists "on the throne 
as well as in fetters" (p.153)), he actually has in mind the 
attitude of classical philosophy altogether (especially Plato 
and Aristotle), of which the Stoical school of late antiq
uity was so to speak the popular outcome. This is clear 
from the breadth of his characterization of Stoicism: ''Its 
principle is that consciousness is a thinking being, and 
that anything is really essential for consciousness, or is 
true and good, only when consciousness in dealing with 
it adopts the attitude of a thinking being." (p.152) What 
Hegel intends can perhaps be understood by reflection 
upon the following passage from Aristotle's De Anima 
(408;sub26-30), if one remembers that the primary ques
tion concerns not the immortality of the soul but rather 
the unity of the soul as such, which is to say the unity 
of the human person as such: "Discursive thinking, lov
ing and hating are affections not of the mind (nous), but 
rather of the individual which possesses the mind, inso
far as it does so. Memory and love fail when this perish
es; for they were never part of the mind, but of the whole 
entity which has perished. Presumably the mind is some
thing more divine, and is unaffected." One may say that 
according to Hegel's implicit interpretation, the 
philosophers of classical antiquity were somehow able 
forcibly to focus the full flame of their human hopes into 
the "part" of themselves which could make purely con
templative contact with reality. That part satisfied, they 
were happy. To speak of "human !,opes" as the origin 
of philosophy and of a "forcible" solution to the problems 
they pose is perfectly in keeping with an important te
net of Hegel according to which the function of 
philosophy from the beginning is to provide "reconcili
ation with reality," which presupposes an original dis
harmony between man and reality, as Hegel makes 
explicit in his first published writing, "The Difference be
tween Fichte's and Schelling's Systems," in which he 
states: "Estrangement [Entzweiung] is the source of the 
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need of philosophy [Beduerfnis der Philosophie] ... When 
the power of unilication has disappeared from the lives 
of men, and the opposites have lost their live relation
ship and interaction and reach independence, the need 
of philosophy emerges."9 

This conception of the origin of philosophy, of course, 
stands in the greatest possible contrast to the Platonic con
ception according to which the origin of philosophy is 
thaumazein, the admiring wonder at all that is; which 
wonder, moreover, is for Plato a pathos, or a condition 
into which man is thrown, so that there is no question 
of the philosopher's achieving a "reconciliation" by any 
kind of deliberate action on himself. 

In any case Hegel says of the Stoical attitude, or of the 
attitude of classical philosophy in general: "Freedom of 
thought takes only pure thought as its truth, and this 
lacks the concrete filling of life. It is, therefore, merely 
the concept of freedom, not living freedom itself.'' (p.153) 
His most exact charge against Stoicism is this: "the con
tent is indeed held to be only thought, but is thereby also 
taken to be determinate thought, and thereby deter
minateness as such." (p.154) This seems to be a strange 
objection. Surely in Hegel's view the concept of a thing 

. must be determinate, i.e., the concept of the thing must 
receive its detenninations from the thing. However, what 
Hegel means is that prior to political struggle and labor, 
detenninations are imposed on thought from without by 
what is simply given. After the world has been "ration
alized" through political struggle and labor-i.e., ren
dered conformable to universal human desires-although 
determinations still seem to be imposed from without, 
they are imposed by what has already been transformed 
by man. That is, things impose their determinations on 
conceptual thought only after their determinations have 
been imposed on them by man; so thought is ultimately 
subject to no foreign determinations but, by the end of 
history, encounters only itself wherever it goes, and this 
in a far more radical way than Kant had ever imagined. 

Thus Stoical consciousness is inadequate; it asks for too 
little; it attempts to think itself out of that world which 
is the authentic correlate of human hope in all its breadth 
and depth. Stoicism perishes, finding its nemesis in skep
ticism, "this polemical attitude toward the manilold in
dependence of things," (p.155) which defines itself in 
theory as solipsism (only oneself is real) and in practice 
as nihilism (one regards no norms as binding). Hegel's 
essential objection to skepticism so understood is simple: 
it fails to meet the criterion, for Hegel a most important 
criterion, of unity of theory and practice-"Its deeds and 
its words continually contradict each other." For exam
ple, "It announces the nullity of seeing, hearing and so 
on, yet itself sees and hears. It proclaims the nothingness 
of essential ethical principles, and makes those very truths 
the sinews of its own conduct." (p.157) 
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Ill. 
Unhappy consciousness unites consciousness of master 

and slave into one, and its whole being is constituted by 
awareness of self-contradiction: specifically, the change
able experiences itself as null in relation to the unchange
able, toward which it is drawn only to be repulsed. 
Unhappy consciousness is primarily Jewish 
consciousness-in early manuscripts which he never pub
lished Hegel characterizes Abraham as the prototypal 
stranger on earth-and in this sense we are all Jews, al
ways. Absolute pain and longing, consciousness of sin 
and hope for redemption, give to existence a depth and 
seriousness unknown, for example, to the self
affirmation and -celebration of the human in Greek 
religion. The historic mission of the Jewish people is to 
spread its longing across the face of the earth. 

Jewish existence, though never simply left behind, is 
superseded by the event of Christ, which is in turn su
perseded, without being left behind, by existence under 
the reign of the Holy Ghost (by which Hegel understands 
the community of Christians coming to adequate self
consciousness). World history since the death of Christ 
is the story of this coming to self-consciousness, and 
thereby of the full reconciliation of the human and the 
divine. We shall at this stage of the Phenomenology view 
this developing reconciliation from the human side, but 
it is necessary, and will later be possible according to 
Hegel, to view it as well from the side of the divine, from 
which, for example, the birth of the child in the manger 
would appear not as a mere contingency but in its neces
sity. Since, however, at this stage the reconciliation is 
seen as initiated by the divine from without human cons
ciousness and therefore, according to Hegel, as contin
gent, the remoteness of the divine from the human (of 
the "beyond" from the "here") is not overcome but 
merely transformed into a remoteness in historical time 
(''then'' and ''now''). The experience of such remoteness 
constitutes the existence of the medieval church, as the 
''movement of an infinite yearning.'' Of understanding 
it has little: "Its thinking as such is no more than the dis
cordant clang of ringing bells or a cloud of warm incense, 
a kind of musical thinking, that does not reach the level 
of concepts, which would be the sole immanent objec
tive mode of thought." (p .163) And yet, even as such, 
it is superior to either Stoicism or skepticism (as the out
come of classical Greek philosophy) precisely because it 
demands much more: it attempts radically to stay with 
the world. To suffer from the remoteness of truth is to 
yearn that truth be fully present. Unhappy consciousness 
holds together, and therefore suffers from the contradic
tion between, what Greek philosophy had sundered: 
"pure thinking and particular existence (Einzelnheit)." 
(p.162) Again, Hegel would seem to have in mind all that 
is symbolized by the "impersonality" of the so-called 
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agent intellect (in Aristotle's De Anima), in which there 
is nothing of love, hate or memory, but as which man 
exists when he performs the highest activity of which he 
is capable, so that when Thomas Aquinas calls Aristotle 
"the Philosopher," the meaning is not so much that 
Aristotle is the greatest philosopher as that all 
philosophers, insofar as they philosophize truly, are in
distinguishable, hence nameless. With this one may con
trast the enormous importance of personal names and 
changes of names in both the Old Testament (e.g., Abram 
becomes Abraham) and the New Testament (Simon be
comes Peter, Saul becomes Paul). Such considerations as 
these seem to be present to Hegel's mind when he con
tends that the biblical orientation does justice to human 
individuality (Einzelnheit) in a way in which the classical 
understanding of man does not. 

In Hegel's view it remains for a still higher form of self
consciousness than that of medieval Christendom to "rise 
to that level of thinking where the particularity of cons
ciousness is harmoniously reconciled with pure thinking 
itself." (p.163) But unlike Greek philosophy, which set
tled for too little, the unhappy consciousness of medieval 
Christendom at least presents the fully human demand 
intransigently. The symbol of the defectiveness of this ex
istence (of the non-coincidence within of certainty and 
truth) is that after all the "trouble, toil and struggle" 
(p.164) of the Crusades, only the grave of Jesus is dis
covered. 

There now arises, conditioned by the first stage, the 
second stage between the event of Christ and the full
ness of time, namely Reformation this-worldliness. 
(Hegel makes the incidental suggestion that the Refor
mation and the Renaissance were not so different: the 
difference lay perhaps in how frankly one enjoyed this 
world.) The Reformation turn toward this-worldliness, 
if not inspired by otherworldly motives (in the sense of 
Weber's famous interpretation), is at least understood 
with reference to another world in which men still be
lieve. From this understanding there results a certain am
bivalence, guilty conscience, hypocrisy and secret pride. 
Protestant consciousness is characterized by the rejection 
of idolatry (the unchangeable cannot be confined by a 
"mere shape") and by a "thanks-giving" or confession 
of its own nullity (the doctrine of predestination or at least 
of man as depraved). Every man a priest, the world is 
interesting again: production leads to enjoyment. Yet 
although the turn to this-worldliness is necessary, there 
is something spurious about Protestantism at this level: 
its humility is suspect. It does after all enjoy the world 
and accomplish much, and its declaration of its nothing
ness before God is after all its act, which has a kind of 
greatness. 

A third, post-Reformation stage is therefore necessary, 
namely (though not unambiguously) the Catholic 
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counter-Reformation. This third attitude, which "follows 
from the second" (i.e., from the turn toward this
worldliness) is asceticism, broadly understood. It differs 
from pre-Reformation otherworldliness (and is thereby 
conditioned by the Reformation) in that it renounces a 
mastery of the world and a "freedom of consciousness" 
which are seen as actual possibilities-the face of the earth 
has actually begun to be changed. Medieval Christendom 
somehow knew no other way than its own; post
Reformation Catholicism does. 

Under this third dispensation, it is in the "functions 
of animal life" that the enemy (the devil) is seen "in his 
proper and peculiar shape." This enemy "creates itself 
in its very defeat" (p .168)-that is, the way not to be 
dominated by the flesh is not to contend against it but 
rather to pay it no special heed. Moreover, this form of 
self-consciousness surrenders its freedom of thought and 
action (decision) to a priesthood; it even submits to us
ing a language (Latin) which it does not understand. 

Yet for all the respects in which it is regressive, it some
how has a greater depth than immediate Protestantism. 
This is a very important fact, which must be borne in 
mind when one is considering the "Lutheranism" of 
Hegel's later, more popular presentations as, for exam
ple, the Philosophy of History. Thus the self-renunciation 
which characterizes this third attitude is more sincere than 
is Protestant "thanksgiving," which too willingly accepts 
dominion over the earth, and whose declaration of its 
own nothingness is somehow prideful, as a sign of which 
it would not submit to using a language it did not un
derstand. 

The third stage is in a way closer to the truth: to negate 
one's particular will is implicitly to affirm universal will, 
even though falsely mediated by priests. There is a kind 
of secular self-confidence without depth, to which sim
ple Protestantism is somehow inclined; one can be at 
home in the world in a shallow way. There must be a 
kind of counter-weight: the counter-Reformation broadly 
understood is a form of eternally necessary Jewish cons
ciousness which forever forbids human beings to be satis
fied with the merely human. In any case, only now, and 
not after the Reformation as such, can one say that "there 
has risen the idea of Reason," (p.171) i.e., German Ideal
ism as culminating in Hegel has become possible. 

There is, however, something very curious about 
Hegel's discussion of what we have taken to be primari
ly the Catholic counter-Reformation. This becomes clear 
from the first page of Chapter V of the Phenomenology, 
immediately following the discussion of unhappy cons
ciousness, which it summarizes as follows. Reason is the 
certainty that individual consciousness is inherently ab
solute reality. That certainty is accomplished once for all 
(in principle) with the life and death of Christ, but it re
mains to be fully elaborated. Essential to that elaboration 
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is not mere Protestant consciousness as such, which is 
too individualistic, but Protestant consciousness mediated 
by an experience in which "the individual (Einzelne) has 
renounced itself" while at the same time becoming, vis 
a vis "unchangeable consciousness" nreconciled to it." 
(p.175) It appears at first from Hegel's discussion that this 
experience is identical with counter-Reformation priest
ly asceticism: the mediator between individual conscious
ness and unchangeable consciousness who brings about 
renunciation from the side of the former and reconcilia
tion from the side of the latter, and who is "directly aware 
of both" and "the consciousness of their unity which it 
proclaims to consciousness and thereby to itself" (p.l75) 
and is thereby "the certainty of b.eing all truth" would 
appear to be the (Catholic) priesthood. 

And yet in view of the enterprise of the Phenomenology 
as a whole and of the crucial function within that enter
prise of the "critique of the beautiful soul" (compare 
Chapter VI of this essay), it appears that one must final
ly identify the mediator in question with Hegel himself, 
who requires from the "critic" of the "hero" that he 
renounce his claim qua individual, while showing the 
"critic" that qua universal he is reconciled to the divine, 
so thatthe true "counter-Reformation" -consisting in the 
self-renunciation of the "individual" -is Hegel's under
standing of the French Revolution, and the true priest
mediator is Hegel himself. These remarks cannot be ful
ly intelligible until a later section of this essay: suffice it 
for now to say that Hegel's discussion of what must 
roughly be designated as the "counter-Reformation" as 
a stage in the advance of Spirit superior to Protestant 
consciousness as such, in a certain way prefigures that 
peculiar modification of Christian consciousness in which 
Hegelian wisdom itself consists and which Hegel regards 
as bringing history to its end. 

Chapter VI 
History as Tragedy 

I. 

Chapter VI of the Phenomenology, entitled "Spirit" 
(Geist), differs from the preceding five chapters in that 
they treated, as Hegel now puts it, of abstractions, while 
it is concerned with the concrete: they treated of individu
al psychic orientations while it considers temporally suc
cessive social worlds. Briefly: while they were analytic 
or archetypal, it is historical ,regarding in turn Greek ethi
cal life, Roman abstract legal order, and the tension be
tween civilization and faith in the Middle Ages; then the 
Enlightenment, which resolves the tension but misinter
prets what it has done; then the French Revolution; and 
finally the several varieties of post-Revolutionary moral 
consciousness culminating in the ''critique of the beauti
ful soul." We shall defer consideration of Hegel's presen-
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tation of the Enlightenment critique of religious faith until 
the next chapter, and shall in the present chapter sketch 
the main lines of Hegel's interpretaiton of Greek ethical 
life, the French Revolution, and the critique of the beau
tiful soul. 

II. 
Hegel begins the chapter on Spirit by discussing Greek 

Sittlichkeit, which we may translate by "ethical life" or 
"ethical existence," keeping in mind that Sitte means 
primarily "custom" or "usage." Sittlichkeit is for Hegel 
the antithesis of Moralitat, by which Hegel understands 
above all Kant's purely formal morality (the principle of 
non-contradiction given imperative form), to remedy the 
(literal) insubstantiality of which is one of the original im
pulses of Hegel's philosophy in general. Hegel gives the 
following account of Greek ethical existence: 

"The simple (einfache) substance of Spirit, as conscious
ness, divides itself into parts (teilt sich)." (p.318) Greek 
Sittlichkeit essentially constitutes itself in a two-fold way: 
as human law, the law of the polis (Hegel's word is Volk) 
and as divine law; the former being reflective (akin 
perhaps to "regimen in Aristotle's sense, i.e., the cons
cious purpose of the authoritative part of the communi
ty), the latter unreflective or inunediate. The two stand 
in contrast: on the one hand "the Penates of the fami
ly," on the other "universal Spirit" as that which 
"shapes and preserves itself by work (Arbeit) for the 
universal." (p.320) 

There is essentially one and only one ethical act which 
is not political (i.e., which belongs to divine rather than 
human law), namely the cult of the dead. As Fustel do 
Coulanges was to show in detail, cult of the dead is the 
core of the family as ethical. The decisive bond of the fa
mily is not natural-not only is not desire, but is not even 
love, which is natural rather than ethical insofar as it 
regards the individual's unique being (Einzelnheit) rather 
than his universal (~interchangeable, commensurable) 
deeds-but rather ethical, and that means: cult of the dead 
as devotion to the "entire family." In general what ele
vates the individual to "virtue," what "subjugates his 
naturalness and unique being (Einzelnheit)" and draws 
him toward "living in and for the universal" (p.320) is 
political life (only in the Gemeinwesen can one achieve das 
Allgemein); in general only through political life does the 
individual transcend his merely natural existence (unique 
being) in the direction of ethical existence (universality). 
But there is one absolutely important exception, namely 
the cult of the dead in which, at the level of the family 
(i.e., pre-politically), the natural is raised to the ethical, 
in the following way: Death is the immediate issue of the 
individual's "natural having-become," but the sacred 
duty of a family member is not to permit it to be merely 
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that, but rather "to assert the right of consciousness" 
(p.321) so that what is suffered is also done (p.323): 

This last duty thus accomplishes the complete divine law, or 
constitutes the positive ethical act toward the given individual. 
Every other relation toward him which does not remain at 
the level of love, but is ethical, belongs to human law, and 
has the negative significance of lifting the individual above 
the confinement within the natural community to which he 
belongs as actual. 

It must be emphasized that the lack of actuality which 
characterizes everything which is merely "inward," 
which is not 11 externalized" or u objectified" in action, 
is true not only for the outside observer, but just as much 
for the subject himself: "Hence the individual cannot 
know what he is before he has brought himself to actu
ality through the deed." (pp. 277-8) 

This conception that actual being must be sheer doing, 
upon which Hegel insists so strongly, has two altogether 
disparate dimensions. On the one hand it might be said 
to be an Aristotelian conception: the highest being-noesis 
noeseos as divinity-must be sheer doing lest something 
"within it" lie waste, some possibility or capacity be un
realized, which would as such constitute imperfection of 
being. This is also true for Aristotle, albeit in a less radi
cal way, on the level of practical virtue: the aretai are 
energeia-that is, they truly exist only in the performing 
of virtuous deeds. But Hegel's conception also has a 
dimension wholly alien to Aristotle, namely the flight 
from the "bad infinitude" of what remains merely in
ward; of intentions which, endlessly determinable, are 
endlessly determined; of self-suspicion, self-deception, 
hypocrisy, "bad faith" and every kind of equivocality-a 
flight from all of these into unequivocal appearance in 
the world, where one's actions have an objective mean
ing, e.g., by serving or disserving a particular cause. What 
Hegel proposes is indeed a renunciation by the self of that 
in itself which cannot appear unequivocally in the world, 
which cannot be judged objectively whereby "objective
ly" means both "intersubjectively" and "historically". 
What cannot so appear and be judged still somehow is, 
but Hegel never tires of denouncing it as "unactual" and 
depreciating it in every way possible. No such denunci
ation could be even suggested by Aristotle, who after all 
is talking about an altogether different matter: his highest 
model of the identity of actual being and sheer doing is 
the divine nous, which is in the strictest sense nothing 
but its knowing activity, of which, therefore, it cannot 
dispose, and thus it cannot in any but a paradoxical sense 
be said to have a self, since a self seems to be above all 
that which disposes of possibilities. 

But this is to say that Hegel, famous as the philosopher 
of self-consciousness, is in a very important sense the 
philosopher who radically turns against the self and 
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toward the objectivity of deeds in the world. Of course 
one must add that thereby it is precisely the self which 
turns against the self: that is, the self, whose primary na
ture it is to be constituted by "what it would have done" 
(had it not been prevented by external circumstances or 
even by some inner weakness) as well as by "what it has 
done," has among its possibilities the possibility of 
renouncing possibility in favor of actuality, of defining 
and confining itself into what it has done, into what has 
appeared unequivocally in the world and can be judged 
with certitude. It is this possibility which Hegel calls upon 
the self to realize, and his motive seems to be the motive 
which, in one form or another, has dominated modem 
religious experience since the Reformation and modem 
philosophy since Descartes-namely the quest for un
shakable certitude, leading to the radical depreciation of 
such modes of being as can never be made to yield cer
tain knowledge. 

We return to the critique of the beautiful soul, having 
established that the ''guilt'' and ''forgiveness'' at issue 
have nothing to do with "evil motives." Now the cru
cial point is that Hegel, although he condemns the judg
ing consciousness qua beautiful soul for blaming the 
allegedly evil motives of the actor, nevertheless insists 
that the actor is actually guilty. Moreover, the actor knows 
that he is guilty-not indeed because of his "evil motives" 
but because he is only a part-and therefore (according 
to Hegel's account, which now turns into a story) con
fesses to the judging consciousness, expecting that the 
latter will reciprocate, since he too is only a part, and 
hence guilty as such, only the whole being innocent. The 
actor recognizes himself in the judging consciousness, 
recognizes their common guilt flowing from their com
mon particularity. But the judging consciousness qua 
beautiful soul refuses to confess, refuses to recognize him
self in the actor. Thus according to Hegel the beautiful 
soul "shows itself to be a consciousness which is Spirit
forsaken and Spirit-denying; for it does not know that 
Spirit, in its absolute self-certainty, is master over every 
deed and over all actuality and can cast them off and 
make them as if they never happened (ungeschehen 
mach en)." (p .469) 

(For the understanding of Hegel's analysis it is impor
tant to be aware that "judging consciousness" translates 
Hegel's term beurteilende Bewusstsein. Urteil is "judg
ment," Teil is "part," teilen is "to divide into parts, to 
separate." The passages we have been considering are 
full of plays on these verbal affinities. Thus Hegel blames 
the beurteilende consciousness weil es die Handlung teilt, i.e., 
because it arbitrarily separates the universal side of the 
action from the inner side which is particular. Again, on 
another level the beurteilende consciousness is at fault be
cause, even taking the action itself as undivided, it 
regards only the part-der Teil-and not the (ethical) 
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whole, hence only the guilt of the individual and not his 
justification. Finally, the beurteilende consciousness 
separates-teilt-itself from the acting consciousness: to 
refuse "to see oneself in the other" is to refuse to see 
both oneself and the other under the aspect of the whole, 
i.e., to refuse to understand the relation of the parts to 
the whole whereby each part, although guilty in itself, 
finally shares in the innocence of the whole and is there
by justified. This aspect of Hegel's thought obviously has 
profound affinities with the thought of Spinoza in which, 
however-according to Hegel-"sel£-consciousness is 
merely submerged, not upheld.") 

Hegel now gives the story a different ending: this time 
the judging consciousness, having come to understand
ing, "renounces the thought that divides and separates 
(dem teilenden Gedanken) and the harshness of the being
for-itself that clings to such thought, for the reason that 
in fact it sees itself in the first [i.e., in the actor]." The 
former beautiful soul now extends "forgiveness" (Ver
ziehung) to the actor, and there ensues "reciprocal recog
nition which is Absolute Spirit." (p.470) Or again,: "The 
reconciling yes, with which both egos desist from their 
existence in opposition ... is the God who appears in 
the midst of those who know themselves as pure 
knowledge." (p.472) 

But the polis (Volk), which "has its actual vitality in 
govenunent," d()es not merely tolerate the singular ethi
cal claim of the family (representing divine law) within 
the context of its own general ethical pedagogy; rather 
its own pedagogy radically depends on the ethical exis
tence of the family. This is true for the reason that, in 
the measure that it is the product of conscious purpose, 
the city is constantly in danger of dissolution qua ethical, 
of degeneration into a mere network of relations 
produced by the private and particularistic strivings of 
men who, no longer aware of universal purposes (i.e., 
of purposes recognized as superior to their individual ex
istence, for the sake of which their individual existence 
must if necessary be negated), have sunk from ethical ex
istence back into merely natural existence. As we know 
from the master-slave paradign, to rise above merely 
natural existence one must risk one's life, i.e., hold it less 
important than something else. "Something else" in this 
case is the community as promoted or defended by war: 
"In order not to let them get rooted and settled in this 
isolation and thus break up the whole into fragments and 
let the spirit evaporate, goverrunent has from time to time 
to shake them to the very center by war." (p.324) Only 
when they "are made, by the labor thus imposed by 
government, to feel the power of their master, death" 
are individuals prevented "from sinking into merely 
natural existence." Thus in a radical sense the principle 
of the city is the voluntary collective exposure to the pow
er of death. But death always befalls one who belongs, 
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in precisely this respect, to a family. "The community 
therefore finds the true principle and corroboration of its 
power in the essence of divine law and in the kingdom 
of the underworld." (p.324) 

Thus there is, as constitutive of Greek Sittlichkeit, 
primarily a harmony between the city and the family, be
tween human law and divine law (p.328): 

Neither of the two is alone self-complete. Human law as an 
active and living principle proceeds from the divine, the law 
holding on earth from that of the underworld, the conscious 
from the unconscious, mediation from immediacy; and 
returns whence it carne. The power of the underworld, on 
the other hand, finds its realization on earth; it comes through 
consciousness to have existence and activity. 

But what is primarily harmonious contains neverthe
less the seeds of its destruction. The stable world of Greek 
Sittlichkeit is deficient in that ''self -consciousness has not 
yet come to its rights as a unique individuality (einzelne 
Individualitat)." (p. 330) The individual is recognized as 
an ethical being by the city insofar as he risks his life in 
war, i.e., performs a universal action of which, however, 
any exemplar is interchangeable with any other-one in
dividual qua citizen is indistinguishable from any other 
individual qua citizen. He is recognized within the fami
ly as an ethical (trans-natural) being insofar as he shares 
in the familial cult of the dead, i.e., in the devotion to 
the ''entire family''-his uniqueness remains unex
pressed. To vindicate his uniqueness, which so far ex
ists only as an uunactual shadow," he must, in a 
pregnant sense, act: "The deed is the actual self." (p.331) 
But, as emerges, there are certain situations-which sit
uations, according to Hegel, most profoundly reveal the 
human condition as such-in which to act is to incur guilt; 
and as guilt is avenged by destiny, the world of Greek 
Sittlichkeit perishes. 

Now Hegel presents an interpretation of Sophocles' An
tigone, which he regards as the most perfect expression 
of Greek ethical existence and its contradictions. Antigone 
of course represents the divine law, the concern of the 
family with cult of the dead; Creon represents human 
law, the requirements of the polis, of governmental con
cern with the universal. Hegel takes great pains to em
phasize the purely ethical character of their tragic conflict, 
in which there is nothing "psychological" in the modern 
(romantic) sense: "there is no arbitrary will, no struggle, 
no indecision." (p.331) (With this Hegel contrasts the dra
ma of Hamlet, who "delays in avenging his father's 
murder which has been revealed to him and institutes 
additional proofs-because the spirit revealing this might 
be the devil" (p .513)-this is found in Hegel's discussion 
of Greek tragedy in Chapter VII.) Ancient tragedy is a 
drama of ethos or character as necessary, pre-given 
character (pp.331-2): 
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The ethical consciousness, however, knows what it has to do, 
and is decided, whether it is to belong to divine or human 
law. The immediateness of its decision is something inher
ent (ansichsein) and hence has at the same time the significance 
of natural being, as we saw. Nature, not the accident of cir
cumstances or choice, assigns one sex to one law, the other 
to the other law; or conversely both the ethical powers them
selves establish their individual existence and actualization 
in the two sexes [i.e.;. woman belongs to the side of the fami
ly and divine law, man to the side of the city and human law]. 

To one pre-given character the other pre-given charac
ter is necessarily unintelligible: "Since it sees right only 
on its own side, and wrong on the other, so of these two 
that which belongs to divine law detects, on the other 
side, human arbitrary violence, while what belongs to hu
man law finds in the other the obstinacy and disobedience 
of subjective self-sufficiency." (p.332) The decisive point 
is that although both Antigone and Creon do what they 
(ethically) must, both are guilty; by upholding one side 
of the ethical order, each has violated the other side and 
"neither of the powers has any advantage over the other 
that it should be a more essential moment of the sub
stance common to both." (p.337) (Therefore it would be 
absurd, from Hegel's point of view, to blame the Greeks 
for insufficient attention to "rights of conscience" or 11re
ligious liberty.") To say that both Creon and Antigone 
are guilty is to speak not of moral-psychological guilt but 
rather of what might be called ontological guilt, the guilt 
which necessarily attends the self-affirmation of a part 
as such- recall that Greek ethical existence is constitut
ed by the fact that "the simple substance of Spirit divides 
itself into parts (teilt sich)" -whereby the part inelucta
bly takes itself to be the whole. In any case Hegel em
phasizes that "motivation" is irrelevant to guilt as 
understood in ancient tragedy (p.334): 

Guilt is not an indifferent entity (gleichgultige Wesen) with the 
double meaning that the deed (die Tat) as actually exposed 
to the light of day, may be the doing (Tun) of a guilty self, 
or may not be so, as if with the doing there could be con
nected something external and accidental that did not belong 
to the doing, from which side, therefore, the doing would 
be innocent (unschuldig). 

In the end there is only one side, and action-which al
ways "sets in motion what was unmoved" (p.336)-is 
guilty as such: "Only not-doing is innocent, like the be
ing of a stone, not even of a child [whose being is already 
doing]." (p.334) Both, then, are guilty and both suffer 
ruin, Creon as well as Antigone; destiny (Schicksal) can 
permit no one-sided triumph. But in perishing, both 
come to knowledge: Hegel quotes (freely) from Antigone: 
"Because we suffer, we recognize that we have erred." 
(p.336) Such recognition by no means implies that one 
would act differently if one had it to do over again; the 
guilt of being a part is inescapable. 
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III. 
The French Revolution according to Hegel is the out

come of the philosophy of the Enlightenment. The prin
ciple brought forth by that philosophy is that of "utility" 
(Nutzlichkeit) in a special sense, namely "the revocation 
of the form of objectivity." (p.413) Objectivity ("object" 
is Gegen/stand-that which stands against men) must here 
be understood broadly as signifying the existence of an 
order independent of human will to which men ought 
to conform. When such an order is no longer thought to 
exist-when, as Hegel puts it, self-consciousness /Jsees 
through" the object-human will becomes of paramount 
importance, as is clear from Hegel's discussion. His cardi
nal statement is this: "This revocation of the form of ob
jectivity by the useful has however already happened in 
itself, and out of this inner revolution there emerges the 
actual revolution of actuality, the new shape of 
consciousness-absolute freedom." (p.413) 

But, Hegel continues, the "form of objectivity" in the 
sense of an obligatory order independent of human will, 
represented concretely by the church and the aristocra
cy, could be "revoked" by rationalist or utilitarian criti
cism only because what that criticism confronted was 
"nothing but an empty semblance of objectivity." (p .414) 
That is, the church and aristocracy, the visible represen
tatives of "objectivity" (and for Hegel what is not some
how visible represented cannot be said actually to be), 
had lost their vitality, could no longer be seen- even by 
themselves-as representing a transhuman order. Criti
cism became truly possible, i.e., possible-as-effective 
rather than possible as a mere dream, only when the real
ity criticized had already begun to change. (To avoid mis
understanding: the core of that reality as Hegel 
understands it is self-consciousness; there is no question 
of "ideal" factors reflecting a change in "material" fac
tors in the Marxian sense.) The opposition to the church 
and aristocracy had already taken root within the self
consciousness of the church and aristocracy; otherwise 
that opposition would not have been possible in any other 
("external") self-consciousness. This is what Hegel me
ans, ultimately, by Volkgeist. 

As for the French Revolution itself, Hegel's attitude is 
ambivalent, as it was from the beginning of his public 
career until the end (so that one cannot on the basis of 
Hegel's published writings distinguish an early "liber
al" phase from a late "conservative" or even ~~reaction
ary" one). On the one hand, it is the French Revolution 
in which, as was requisite, "Both worlds are reconciled 
and heaven is transplanted to the earth below." (p.413) 
But although its ultimate principle-the "revocation of 
the form of objectivity" in favor of human autonomy-is 
true, the Revolution goes radically astray: "Universal 
freedom can thus produce neither a work nor a deed; 
there is left for it only negative action; it is merely the 
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fury of destruction." The Revolution is based upon Rous
seauist principles, but these are defective. Contrary to 
Rousseau, that universality is spurious "which does not 
let itself attam the reality of organic articulation" (p. 417); 
moreover, direct democracy is not feasible in a great 
nation-state; nor is legislative supremacy: executive unity 
of command is required for action, so that who has the 
power of general legislation is of little moment in a time 
of crisis. 

Finally, an abstract understanding of universality, 
which takes it to be incompatible with any definite ac
tion at all, leads to charges and counter-charges of fac
tionalism, and finally to the Terror, culminating in the 
law of suspects whereby alleged partiality of intentions 
replaces alleged partiality of action as the definition of 
crime. What results is death, the "most coldblooded and 
meaningless death of all, with no more significance than 
cleaving a head of cabbage or swallowing a draught of 
water." (p.418) 

In the wake of the disasters brought about by such an 
extremity of Moralitat, one might have expected a return 
to Sittlichkeit, and this in a way happens: "These in
dividuals, who felt the fear of death, their absolute 
master, submit to negation and distinction once more 1 

arrange themselves into various spheres, and return to 
a restricted and appointed task, but thereby to their sub
stantial actuality." (p.420) The Restoration follows the 
Revolution by right. But although individuals return to 
their stations as far as political life is concerned, Spirit 
itself passes on to the land of thought. That is, Spirit real
izes that it has had enough of political action: "universal 
will" knows itself to be "essential reality" not as "revolu
tionary government or anarchy struggling to establish an 
anarchical constitution, nor itself as a center of this fac
tion or the opposite" but rather as "pure knowing and 
willing'' which is somehow the same as ''pure knowing 
of essential reality as pure knowing." (pp.421-2) This 
seeming progression (which Hegel treats as an equiva
lence) from "universal will" to "pure knowing and will
ing" to "pure knowing" entails that "absolute freedom 
leaves its self- destructive actuality, and passes over into 
another land of self- conscious Spirit," (p.422) i.e., from 
France into Germany but more importantly from the 
realm of practice into the realm of theory, from politics 
into philosophy. 

IV. 

Hegel discusses post-Revolutionary moral orientations 
under three headings: "the moral world-view," "dis
semblence" (Verstellen, which means also "shifting" or 
''displacing''), and ''conscience'' (Gewissen, which is 
Spirit certam-gewiss-of itself and which is a kind of 
knowing-Wissen). Of these the third is the eminent lo
cus of truth according to Hegel; it forms the summit of 
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the first six chapters of the Phenomenology and at its cli
max Hegel announces that "God has appeared in the 
midst of men." Chapter VII is devoted to an explication 
of religious experience, especially Christian religious ex
perience, and Chapter VIII, entitled "Absolute 
Knowledge" presents the composition-indeed the 
convergence-of the results of Chapter VI and Chapter 
VII and, above all, the translation of that convergence into 
Hegel's speculative language. The core of the phenome
non of "conscience" as Hegel presents it is the critique 
of the beautiful soul. We must try to understand this as 
exactly as possible. 

Hegel's critique of the beautiful soul (schone Seele) be
gins with the characterization that it is a form of con
sciousness which "lacks the strength to externalize itself, 
the strength to make itself a thing and endure existence 
(Sein). It lives in dread of staining the radiance of its inner 
being by action and existence. To preserve the purity of 
its heart, it flees from contact with actuality and ... [ re
fuses] to translate its thought into being." (p.462) It is 
not at all loath, however, to judge those who do act. 
Hegel's contempt for it is unqualified: "It may well 
preserve itself in its purity, for it does not act; it is hypoc
risy, which wants to see the fact of judging taken for the 
actual deed, and instead of proving its righteousness by 
acts does so by expressing fine sentiments." (pp.465-6) 

But Hegel goes far beyond deprecating the excesses of 
a certain kind of romanticism, as we can see by consider
ing his presentation of the specific character of the beau
tiful soul's criticism of the man of action. Hegel writes 
(p.466): 

Concrete action ... involves the universal side, which is that 
which is taken as duty, just as much as the particular (Beson
dere), which constitutes the share and interest of the individu
al. Now the judging consciousness does not stop at the side 
of duty ... It holds on to the other side, diverts the act into 
what is inner (das Innere) and explains the act from selfish mo
tives and from an intention different from the act itself . . . 
This judging, then, takes the act out of its existence (Dasein) 
and turns it back into what is inner, into the form of private 
(eigen) particularity. If the act carries glory with it, then the 
inner is judged as love of fame ... and so on. 

There follows a restatement in terms of the "hero" and 
the "moral valet" (p.467): 

No hero is a hero to his valet, not, however, because the hero 
is not a hero, but because the valet is-the valet, with whom 
the hero has to do, not as a hero, but as a man who eats, 
drinks and dresses, who, in short, appears in the uniqueness 
(Einzelnheit) of his wants and ideas. Similarly there is no act 
in which the judging cannot oppose the side of the unique
ness of the individuality to the universal side of the act and 
play the part of the moral valet toward the actor. 

Thus Hegel clearly holds that every act-even those 
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which contribute to reason and justice and happiness in 
the world-can be condemned with respect to "the side 
of what is inner" which in the restatement is interpreted 
as the uniqueness (Einzelnheit) of the actor as such. But 
Hegel is not saying-what would be preposterous- -that 
all men act always from evil motives. Rather he holds that 
motives or intentions are strictly spealcing unknowable
to the actor as well as to the observer-so that a man must 
be judged solely according to the objective or worldly 
meaning of his actions, e.g., whether they serve the cause 
of reason and justice in the world. Judged in that respect, 
all action turns out to be both justified and guilty: justi
fied insofar as it is necessary for "progress" (which me
ans, for Hegel, the self-unfolding of the whole), but guilty 
insofar as it is itself merely partial and, being a self
affirming part, necessarily violates other parts which have 
a legitimate claim not to be violated-all of this quite in
dependently of any question of motives and intentions. 
When, as Hegel's account continues, the "hero" confess
es his guilt to the "moral valet" and asks for forgiveness, 
what is involved is the guilt of being a part, not of hav
ing "evil motives." Before examining this matter of "con
fession" and "forgiveness," however, we must make 
sure of Hegel's strenuous depreciation of all concern with 
the "inner" in the sense of motives and intentions. 

We earlier quoted Hegel's dictum that "the true being 
of a man is rather his deed" in discussing Hegel's cri
tique of naturalistic anthropologies. Now we must exa
mine the negations of a different kind which are also 
intended by that dictum. Bluntly stated, action in Hegel's 
understanding appears to be a kind of escape from the 
equivocalities of the inner life, as appears from the fol
lowing passage: "The act cancels (aufhebt) the inexpres
sibility of what self- conscious individuality actually 
intends, with regard to such intending, individuality is 
endlessly determined and determinable. This bad infini
tude is annihilated in the completed act." And more ful
ly (pp.236-7): 

When his work and his inner possibility, capacity or inten
tion are opposed, the former alone is to be regarded as his 
true actuality, even if he deceives himself about it and, turn
ing back from his action into himself, intends in his inward
ness (das Innere) to be something different than he is in his 
deed ... The character of the deed is constituted by whether 
it is an actual being, which holds up, or whether it is merely 
an intended work which, in itself nothing, passes away. 

What is the concrete meaning of the story of the strug
gle between the actor and the beautiful soul? First, the 
event narrated is both psychological and sociological; that 
is, the struggle goes on within a single soul and also be
tween individual souls, as is always the case for Hegel. 
He says so directly in this instance: "While in this way 
the opposition, into which conscience passes when it acts, 
finds expression in its inner life, the opposition is at the 
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same time disparity on its outer side, in the sphere of 
existence-the lack of correspondence of its particular in
dividuality (besondere Einzelnheit) with reference to another 
individual." (p.463) 

But secondly, and obviously, the actor or hero par ex
cellence in the story is Napoleon, and it is Hegel-more 
precisely, one possibility or temptation known to Hegel
who is the beautiful soul confronting and accusing him 
and tinally, the temptation overcome, forgiving him. That 
this struggle also takes place somehow within a single 
consciousness means first that after all, the historical 
Napoleon actually confesses nothing, since he under
stands little; it is Hegel impersonating Napoleon who con
fesses, and Hegel impersonating, so to speak, a part of 
himself, who confers forgiveness. But the event which 
has thereby taken place within Hegel's consciousness has 
ipso facto taken place within the consciousness of the so
ciety of which Hegel is a part and that consciousness, con
ceived as an individual, is for Hegel the most authentic 
locus of truth. 

Chapter VII 
The Golgotha of Absolute Spirit 

I. 
In order to understand the conclusion of the Phenome

nology we must understand Hegel's attitude toward 
Christian revelation. Our discussion will have tluee parts: 
Hegel's critique of the Enlightenment view of Christianity 
(found in Chapter VI of the Phenomenology); Hegel's un
derstanding of Christian revelation as it is in itself (Chap
ter VII); and Hegel's presentation of the convergence of 
the critique of the beautiful soul with what he takes to 
be the deepest meaning of Christian experience, and the 
translation of that convergence into speculative language, 
which accomplishes absolute knowing as Erinnerung and 
Schadelstatte (Chapter Vlll). 

II. 
Hegel speaks of the movement of modern rationalism 

originated by Descartes and culminating in Kant under 
the title of "pure insight." Pure insight has as its goal 
"to cancel every kind of independence which is other 
than self-consciousness, whether [independence] of the 
actual or the implicit, and to make it into the Concept," 
whereby the Concept is precisely "that which finds no 
opposition in an object." (p.382) But modern rationalism 
as pure insight cannot be understood solely as an origi
nal attitude toward the world; it is just as fundamentally 
determined by its polemic against another attitude toward 
the world, namely religious faith. Thus "pure insight only 
appears in its authentic activity insofar as it enters into 
conflict with faith." (p.384) 

Hegel now presents the struggle between ''Enlighten-
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ment" and "superstition." The general tenor of his 
presentation is that although in a variety of ways the En
lightenment understanding of religious experience is 
amazingly superficial, in the end the Enlightenment has 
the higher right over against faith. This fact is compati
ble, however, with the fact that Hegelian wisdom as the 
highest has more in common with the lower (Christiani
ty) than with the higher, for all that the higher was a 
necessary moment. We shall follow the main points of 
Hegel's presentation. 

The first and most fundamental charge of insight as En
lightenment against faith is that faith produces its puta
tive object out of its own consciousness. But this charge 
is invalid for two reasons. First, insight itself produces 
its own object; that is, it produces its unity with its ob
ject, or it produces its object as object-for-it. In the same 
way, precisely, is faith productive of its unity with its ob
ject through action and obedience in community. Accord
ing to the intention of faith, the Absolute Being is of course 
not produced by human action; "But the Absolute Be
ing for faith is essentially not the abstract being that lies 
beyond the believing consciousness; it is the spirit of the 
[religious] community, it is the unity of that abstract be
ing and self-consciousness. The action of the communi
ty is an essential moment in bringing about that it is this 
spirit of the community." (p.391) But even as productive, 
faith does no more than insight does; if insight is to ac
cuse faith on this account, it must accuse itself as well. 

But the charge of insight is invalid for a much deeper 
reason. Not only is insight itself just as "productive" of 
its object as faith is of its object, but faith enjoys a deci
sive superiority: it knows, as insight does not, that what 
it is producing has in a definitive way already been 
produced: "That spirit [of the community] is what it is 
by the productive activity of consciousness, or rather it 
does not exist without being produced by consciousness. 
For essential as this production is, it is just as essentially 
not the only basis of Absolute Being; it is merely a mo
ment. The Absolute Being is at the same time (zugleich) 
in and for itself." (p.391) That is, human productivity, 
though necessary, is insufficient; and what is sufficient, 
already is. Otherwise stated: pure insight, as theoretical 
and practical idealism, is never-ending productive striv
ing (what Hegel sometimes calls "the everlasting ought
to-be" -perennirindes Sollen); but that toward which it 
strives has already been accomplished, from all eternity. 
That is what faith, in its way, knows, and thereby in the 
most important respect it is superior to Enlightenment 
and indeed final, unsurpassable. 

The more derivative elements of the Enlightenment cri
tique of religion are likewise misguided, although in the 
end they have a certain right. To begin with, it is absurd 
for pure insight to suppose that religion experienced in 
the depth of the souls of whole peoples could be a pri-
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estly deception (p.392): 

When the general question has been raised, whether it is per
missible to delude a people, the answer in fact was bound 
to be that the question is pointless, because it is impossible 
to delude a people in this matter. Brass in place of gold, coun
terfeit instead of genuine coin may doubtless have swindled 
individuals many a time; lots of people have stuck to it that 
a battle lost was a battle won; and lies of all sorts about things 
of sense and particular events have been plausible for a time; 
but in the knowledge of that inmost actuality where cons
ciousness finds the immediate certainty of its own self, the 
idea of delusion is entirely baseless. 

Furthermore, insight attacks the object and basis of 
faith, and its mode of worship; it attacks these, however, 
in a fundamentally uncomprehending way. As to the 
first, the believer of course knows that, for "example, the 
communion wafer is also mere bread. Nor does faith rest 
simply on ''some particular historical evidences'' which, 
considered as such and in connection with problems of 
transmission 11 WOuld assuredly not even warrant that 
degree of certainty about the matter which we get regard
ing any event mentioned in the newspapers" (p.394); 
rather, faith rests above all on the inner testimony of 
spirit, and if it is too serious (which is not to say it should 
be wholly indifferent) about finding confirmation in 
historical evidences, then Enlightenment has already 
taken root within it. Finally, as regards worship or cult, 
and its alleged "unspirituality," there is a kind of seri
ousness about the attempt to bring the outward into ac
cord with the inward (e.g., in monasticism or even in 
occasional fasting), notwithstanding the greater impor
tance of the inward and the danger of falling into merely 
external ritualism; of this seriousness, however, Enlight
enment in its concern with ''religion within the limits of 
reason alone," is oblivious. 

But for aU that Enlightenment misinterprets and does 
injustice to faith, its right is finally the higher right 
(pp .400-1): 

But since the right of Enlightenment is the right of self
consciousness, it will not merely retain its own right too, in 
such a way that two equally valid rights of Spirit would be 
left standing in opposition to each other, without either satis
fying the claims of the other; rather it will maintain the abso
lute right, because self-consciousness is the negativity of the 
Concept, which [negativity] is not only for itself but also gets 
control over [ubergrieft] its opposite. And because faith itself 
is consciousness, it will not be able to deny Enlightenment 
that right. 

Enlightenment is finally able to subdue faith because it 
has already taken root within faith: by the end of the 
struggle, Enlightenment no longer confronts faith in its 
purity but rather a faith which has already been permeat
ed by Enlightenment. 
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Enlightenment is, however, unable to rise above the 
struggle between itself and faith; it cannot bring to light 
their hidden unity. A kind of understanding is necessary 
which will transcend and reconcile the seeming oppo
sites. Such an understanding is provided by Hegel, who 
in every case "synthesizes" the two one-sided extremes. 
For example, faith is one-sided in forgetting that without 
human activity God would not be God for man; Enlight
enment one-sidedly imagines that nothing but action or 
production by man is involved. Again, with regard to the 
question of sacramentalism, Enlightenment holds that 
sense-things are only sense-things; faith holds that on 
Sunday sense-things are divine; true comprehension 
would show that every day is Sunday, i.e., that to be at 
home in the world of sense is to experience the divine, 
not-and this is crucial for Hegel-because there is less 
to experiencing the divine than had previously been 
thought, but because there is more to being at home in 
the world of sense. 

However, prior to the Hegelian transfiguration of the 
struggle between Enlightenment and Christianity, that 
struggle appears to have been won by Enlightenment. 
But Hegel adds, in what seems to be a kind of self
reference: "It will yet be seen whether Enlightenment can 
remain in its satisfaction: that longing of the turbulent 
[truben] spirit, mourning over the loss of its spiritual 
world, stands in the background." (p.406) 

III. 
Chapter VII of the Phenomenology, entitled "Religion," 

treats of Oriental "natural religion," Greek "art-religion" 
and, climactically, Christianity as "revealed religion." 
There can be no doubt that for Hegel the event of Christ 
is of incomparable significance for world-history. Perhaps 
his most remarkable statement to this effect is his descrip
tion of the Nativity (pp.524-5) 

These forms [i.e., the forms of Greek religious experience, 
through whose procession ''substance'' becomes increasingly 
"subjective": statuary and epic poetry, lyric poetry, Diony
sian cult and tragedy, and finally Aristophanean comedy as 
the triumph of "absolute subjectivity"] and, on the other side, 
the [Roman] world of personality and legal right, the devastat
ing wildness of content with its constituent elements set free 
and detached, as also the thought-constituted personality of 
Stoicism, and the unresting disquiet of Skepticism-these 
compose the periphery of the circle of shapes which attend, 
an expectant and pressing throng, around the birthplace of 
Spirit as it becomes self-conscious. Their center is the pain 
and longing of the unhappy self-consciousness, which perme
ates all of them and is the common birthpang at its being 
brought forth-the simplicity of the pure Concept, which con
tains those shapes as its moments. 

Christianity is for Hegel "Absolute Religion." Religion 

134 

in general is "self-consciousness of Absolute Being as it 
is in and for itself." (p.350) The specific difference of 
Christianity is the Incarnation. (The German word is 
Menschwerdung, which not only stresses the human rather 
than merely fleshly "vessel" of the divine, but also stress
es the process-character of Incarnation, since -werdung 
is from werden, "to become.") "This Incarnation of the 
Divine Being, its having essentially and immediately the 
shape of self-consciousness, is the simple content of Ab
solute Religion. In it the Being [Hegel no longer says "Di
vine Being"] is known as Spirit; it is the Being's 
consciousness of itself that it is Spirit." (p.527) 

The Incarnation as God entering into time is in no way 
a dinimution or adulteration of divinity: "T)le Absolute 
Being which exists as an actual self-consciousness seems 
to have declined from its eternal simplicity; but in fact 
it has thereby attained for the first time its highest Be
ing." (p.529) But it is necessary to understand the Incar
nation radically, as religious thought in its characteristic 
mode of Vorstellung does not. (We shall translate Vorstel
lung somewhat unsatisfactorily as "religious imagina
tion.") Religious imagination is deficient in general 
because it is modelled upon "relationships derived from 
nature," i.e., it does not understand the essential differ
ence between nature and Spirit. More particularly, it is 
deficient in that "it takes the moments of the movement, 
which Spirit is, as isolated immutable substances or sub
jects instead of transient moments." (p.535) That is, the 
relation of Father and Son within the Trinity must be un
derstood in such a way that when the Son has come, the 
Father no longer is: "It is the Word, which, when spoken, 
externalizes [entaussert] the Speaker and leaves Him be
hind emptied [ausgeleert], but is as inunediately perceived, 
and only this self-perceiving is the existence of the 
Word." (p.534) The meaning of the Incarnation radical
ly understood is therefore that Christ's consciousness of 
himself as divine (~his consciousness "that the divine 
nature is the same as the human") (p.529) is (exhaustive
ly) the Divine. All that remains for the life of Absolute 
Spirit to be complete, according to Hegel, is that Christ's 
self-consciousness become universalized, that all men 
share in it. But in order to see why 1800 years were neces
sary for this universalization, and in particular why the 
critique of the beautiful soul as the culmination of the 
secular movement of modernity was necessary, we must 
consider more carefully what Hegel states and implies 
about Christ's self-consciousness. 

The crucial question is: at what moment according to 
Hegel does Christ attain perfectly adequate self
consciousness? There is only one possible answer: when 
he realizes that his cry from the cross at having been for
saken will not be answered (pp.545-6): 

The death of the mediator is death not merely of his natural 
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side, of his being-for-himself ... but also of the abstraction 
of the Divine Being. For he, as long as his death has not yet 
accomplished the reconciliation, is something one-sided, 
which knows [falsely] as essential Being the simplicity of 
thinking in opposition against actuality. This extreme of the 
self does not yet have equal worth with essential Being; the 
self first gets this as Spirit ... [The death of the "abstract" 
representation of the Divine Being] is the painful feeling of 
the unhappy consciousness [here, Christ himself] that God 
Himself has died. This harsh expression is the expression of 
inmost simple self-knowing; it is the return of consciousness 
into the depth of night where I~ I, which distinguishes and 
knows nothing more outside it. This feeling thus means in 
fact the loss of substance and its existence over against cons
ciousness. But at the same time it is the pure subjectivity of 
substance, the pure certainty of its~lf, which it lacked when 
it was object or immediacy or pure essential Being. 

Thus the Resurrection properly understood is nothing 
but "the movement by which God's individual self
consciousness becomes the universal, becomes the [reli
gious] community." (p.544) Or, to put it in traditional 
language, the descent of the Holy Spirit, as the third Per
son of the Trinity, is itself the Resurrection. 

Shortly after the long passage quoted above regarding 
the death of God-i.e., of God the Father-and Christ's 
becoming conscious of it, Hegel anticipates the essential 
result of the final chapter of the Phenomenology by refer
ring back to the critique of the beautiful soul (p.546): 

We saw how the Concept of Spirit arose as we entered 
Religion [i.e., at the conclusion of Chapter VI]: namely as the 
movement of Spirit certain of itself, which forgives evil and 
thereby at the same time leaves aside its own simplicity and 
rigid unchangeableness, or the movement in which the ab
solutely opposed knows itself as the same, and this 
knowledge breaks forth as the "Yes" between these extremes. 
The religious consciousness, to which Absolute Being is rev
ealed, beholds this Concept and cancels [aufhebt] the distinc
tion of itself from what it beholds; and as it is subject, so it 
is also substance; and is thus itself Spirit just because and 
insofar as it is this movement. 

In other words, Hegel here suggests, by way of anticipa
tion, a strict parallel between Christ seeing himself and 
only himself in the Father (as he does on the cross) and 
the judging consciousness seeing itself and only itself ion 
the man of action (i.e., recognizing that both are guilty 
insofar as they are mere parts, but innocent insofar as the 
whole unfolds itself .in and through them). How Hegel 
understands this "parallel" we must now try to see. 

IV. 
Hegel begins Chapter VIII, entitled "Absolute Know

ing," with the assertion that the content of revealed 
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religion is perfectly true; only its mode of expression, 
namely Vorstellung, which imports "the form of objec
tivity," is imperfect. "All that remains to be done now 
is to cancel and elevate [aufhebt] this bare form or rather 
... its truth must already have announced itself in the 
shapes of consciousness." (p.549) There follows a brief 
review of the stages of consciousness traversed through
out the Phenomenology, culminating in "moral self
consciousness" in the specific form of "Spirit certain of 
itself'' with its moments of ''action,'' ''recognition'' and 
"forgiveness." Then Hegel declares: "This reconciliation 
of consciousness with self-consciousness thus shows it
self to be brought about in a double-sided way: in one 
case, in the religious Spirit; in the other case, in cons
ciousness itself as such. They are distinguished inter se 
by the fact that the one is this reconciliation implicitly, 
the other explicitly and consciously. As we have consi
dered them, they at the beginning fall apart ... The unifi
cation of both sides has not yet been exhibited . . . " 
(p.553) The. remainder of Chapter VIII consists in the ex
hibition of this unification. 

Now Hegel expressly mentions the "beautiful soul," 
characterizing its form of consciousness as 11 the self
intuition of the Divine." (p.554) He again points out its 
one-sidedness, then speaks of its fulfillment in action 
whereby "its self-consciousness attains the form of 
universality, and what remains is its true Concept, the 
Concept that has attained its realization-the Concept in 
its truth, i.e., in unity with its externalization." Hegel 
continues (p .554): 

This [i.e., the true] Concept gave itself fulfillment partly in 
the acting Spirit that is certain of itself, partly in religion. In 
the latter it won the absolute content qua content or in the 
form of religious imagination or of otherness for conscious
ness. On the other hand, in the first the form is just the self, 
for that shape contains the acting Spirit certain of itself; the 
self accomplishes the life of Absolute Spirit. This shape [which 
culminates in the ''conversion'' of the beautiful soul], as we 
see, is that simple Concept, which however gives up its eter
nal essential Being [like the eternal God who enters un
reservedly into time], exists, or acts. 

That is to say, nineteenth century consciousness must 
and does appropriate for itself the consciousness of Christ 
which, as regards its content, namely that "the divine 
nature is the same as the human," is true. This appropri
ation occurs through the action of "Spirit certain of it
self," i.e., Spirit including both the moment of confession 
(~Napoleon as impersonated by Hegel) and the moment 
of forgiveness (~Hegel). This action of "Spirit certain of 
itself" is in the decisive respect nothing new: it was all 
performed long ago; but it must be imitated-imitatio 
Christi (p.555): 

The same thing that is already established in itself, thus 

135 



repeats itself [ wiederholt sich] not as knowledge thereof on the 
part of consciousness and as conscious doing. Each lays aside 
for the other the independence of determinateness with which 
each appears confronting the other. This laying aside is the 
same renunciation of the one-sidedness of the Concept as 
in itself constituted the beginning; but it is now its own act 
of renunciation, just as the Concept renounced is its own 
Concept. 

That is, Christ's coming to the realization on the cross 
that he has been forsaken (that there is no divine father
hood, only divine brotherhood) is re-enacted by the judg
ing consciousness as beautiful soul who realizes that, 
qua mere part, he has been forsaken (for his is "a form 
of consciousness which is Spirit-forsaken and Spirit
denying") and yet that qua sharing in the life of the whole 
he is divine ("God appeacing in the midst of those ... "). 
Hegel concludes: "Thus, then, what was in Religion con
tent, or a form of imagining [Vorstellen] another, is here 
the doing proper of the self." (p.555) That is, the action 
of Spirit in the nineteenth century (~decisively Hegel's 
forgiveness of Napoleon in recognition of the true rela
tion of part to whole) has the same content as Christian 
religious consciousness: it is the interiorizing appropria
tion of that content. "This last shape of Spirit ... is Ab
solute Knowing." (p.556) Absolute knowing, following 
upon and requiring the beautiful soul's experience of his 
forsakenness qua mere part but of his divinity qua shar
ing in the unfolding life of the whole, corresponds strictly 
with "But Jesus, again crying out in a loud voice, yielded 
up his spirit" (Matthew 27:50). Seen in this light, Hegel's 
final "reconciliation with reality" appears more ambig
uous than is usually thought. (See Appendix B.) 

In any case, we may now understand why the theoria 
in which the Phenomenology terminates exists in the mode 
of Erinnerung (sometimes written Er-innerung by Hegel 
to emphasize that the recollection involved is at the same 
time an "interiorizing" or "making inward") and Schadel
statte. (p.564) Schadelstatte, rendering "Golgotha," means, 
as does the original Hebrew, "place of skulls," Thus on 
the one hand Schadelstatte means the same as Erinnerung: 
that is, the activity of "recollecting" which constitutes 
the Phenomenology brings to new life the "skulls" that 
once were living Spirit. In the "Preface" Hegel writes that 
"to hold on to what is dead" (p.29) requires the greatest 
effort and the greatest strength. This is the "exertion of 
the Concept" -die Anstrenung des Begriffs. It accomplish
es a kind of resurrection of everything that once was Spirit 
and this constitutes the Geisterreich, the realm of spirits. 
But Schadelstatte also means Golgotha as the place of the 
crucifixion of Christ, thereby indicating that among the 
shapes of Spirit, all of which were indispensable, there 
is one above all the rest, the re-collection of whose ex
perience unto death brings history to its end in the 
Phenomenology of Spirit. 
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Chapter VIII 
Summary and Reflections 

I. 
We indicated in the Introduction that our consideration 

of Hegel's conception of the relation between theory and 
practice looked in two directions. On the one hand it 
looked ahead to contemporary revolutionary thought, 
characterized by a kind of synthesis of Marxism and ex
istentialism which, guided by the interpretation of 
Kojeve, we suggested could be understood only on the 
basis of Hegel. On the other hand it looked back to the 
Platonic-Aristotelian view of the relation between 
philosophy and the city, which Hegel rejects with deci
sive consequences for his thought as a whole. Now we 
must summarize our findings with a view to these two 
themes, which we shall consider in reverse order. 

II. 
The most explicit classical discussion of theoria and 

praxis is found in Book VI of the Nicomachean Ethics. There 
Aristotle poses the relation between theory and practice 
in terms of the difference between their respective ob
jects. Theoria is concerned with what cannot be otherwise 
than it is, what is necessary and hence eternal. Praxis is 
concerned with what can be changed by man (within the 
category of praxis in the wider sense, praxis in the nar
rower sense differs from poiesis-which also concerns 
what can be changed by man-in that its product is 
embedded in its very process rather than remaining in 
the world after the process leading to it has been com
pleted) and is guided by its own kind of sight, namely 
the phronesis of the statesman, which is for almost all pur
poses independent of theoretical sophia as episteme com
pleted by nous. 

With a view to Hegel's thought, there are two things 
to be said about Aristotle's treatment of theory and prac
tice. First, Hegel accepts, with far-reaching consequences, 
the Aristotelian characterization of the proper objects of 
theoria, namely what cannot be otherwise than it is, what 
is necessary and hence eternal. But second, Aristotle's 
discussion of the relation between theory and practice is 
distinctly derivative-in this as in other respects he seems 
remote from the experience of Socrates-and as such blurs 
the essential conflict between the men of action and the 
philosophers which is decisive for classical political 
philosophy as a whole. From the point of view of Pla
tonic political philosophy-and in moral/political matters 
Hegel's thought is as emphatically oriented toward Pla
to as his metaphysics (especially the importance of ener
geia and noeseos noesis) is decisively influenced by 
Aristotle-the relation between theory and practice 
presents itself most concretely as the relation between the 
philosopher and the city. Thus the center of Plato's po-
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litical philosophy is the cave parable in Book VII of the 
Republic, in which the life of the philosopher who leaves 
the cave and the life of those who remain within the cave 
are not only emphatically distinguished abut also held 
together, albeit in tension. The ground of the possibility 
of their being held together, as also the ground of the 
necessity of their tension, is that according to Plato's 
presentation those who remain in the cave are also con
cerned with seeing or understanding, just as are those 
who leave the cave. Moreover, both are concerned with 
understanding the same matters: the "originals" with 
which the philosopher, at the summit of his ascent, comes 
face to face, are originals precisely of those images which 
all in the cave are trying to understand. Thus Plato 
presents us with an intransigent alternative: if the life of 
the philosopher is lived according to the truth and wi
thin the truth, then the lives of those who do not leave 
the cave-namely those who engage in the merely "prac
tical" and "poetic" activities of the city-are lived out
side of the truth; either the ideas or the gods of the 
city-hence the trial of Socrates for impiety. The fun
damental determinant of Hegel's conception of the rela
tion between theory and practice is his attempt to 
integrate what Plato had deemed incapable of integration, 
namely political life and religion on the one hand and 
philosophy on the other, so that the lives of the many 
might not be outside of the truth. 10 

Thus the terms in which Hegel takes up the problem 
of the relation between theory and practice are fundamen
tally those of Plato rather than Aristotle (not that there 
is a simple opposition between the two, but rather that 
Aristotle's discussion is more derivative in character). We 
may therefore ask whether, starting from Plato, one is 
forced to accept the Aristotelian understanding of theor
ia (which, as we have said, Hegel does accept) according 
to which its proper objects are those objects only which 
cannot be otherwise than they are, which are necessary 
and hence unchangeable and eternal. At first glance it 
seems that Plato surely holds that the proper object of 
true knowledge must be unchangeable rather than 
changeable, so that the noetic world is distinguished from 
the world of the senses precisely by its unchangeableness. 
This is the interpretation of Aristotle-and indeed the or
dinary interpretation-according to which the doctrine of 
ideas was for Plato the solution to the problem posed by 
the Heraclitean world of flux in which nothing stays put 
long enough to be known, with which world Plato had 
been made familiar when young by Cratylus (Metaphys
ics, 987 30 ff.) But one may wonder whether the "tran
scendence" of the ideas can be understood simply in 
terms of the superiority of the unchangeable to the 
changeable. Plato's language surely suggests, at least 
some of the time, a transcendence in splendor and radi
ance. Let us consider an attempt to state the meaning of 
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the transcendence of the ideas in terms other than those 
of changeableness and unchageableness11: 

It seems that two kinds of phenomena lend support to So
crates' assertion [of the doctrine of ideas in the Republic]. In 
the first place, the mathematical things as such can never be 
found among sensible things; no line drawn on sand or paper 
is a line as meant by the mathematician. Secondly and above 
all, what we mean by justice and kindred things is not as such 
in its purity or perfection necessarily found in human beings 
or societies; it rather seems that what is meant by justice tran
scends everything which men ever achieve; precisely the 
justest men were and are the ones most aware of the short
comings of their justice. 

The first thing to be noticed about this interpretation 
is that according to it what we may roughly call "moral 
phenomena'' have an incomparably higher noetic status 
in Plato than in Aristotle: the doctrine of the transcen
dence of the ideas is the core of Platonic metaphysics and 
that doctrine finds its most important support in moral 
experience. It is because of what he hopes to learn regard
ing the unity of the whole from "moral phenomena" that 
Plato so relentlessly attempts to drive beyond the evident 
multiplicity of virtue-the virtue of a citizen, the virtue 
of a woman, the virtue of a child, the virtue of a slave
toward their unity; whereas Aristotle considers it fool
ish to seek such a unity of virtue since, after all, nothing 
about the affairs of the city need reflect the unity of the 
whole. 

The second thing to be noticed about Strauss' interpre
tation is that, although the idea of justice in the sense of 
the question concerning justice is eternal (coeval with man 
on earth), those experiences from which one can learn 
about justice do not at all seem to be incapable of being 
otherwise. According to Strauss' interpretation, those ex
periences which teach the most about such things as 
justice-hence, for Plato, contrary to Aristotle, which are 
most revelatory of the whole of being-are those ex
periences in which the most just men learn the limits of 
their justice. And it seems that-precisely because of the 
transcendence of the ideas-one can assume in advance 
neither that the full range of those experiences has been 
exhausted at a given time-hence there would seem to 
be in Plato, contrary to Aristotle, an opening toward the 
possibility of revelation-nor that there is any necessity 
about the way in which such experiences unfold. (After 
all, Aristotle's concept of "necessity" is inseparable from 
his concepts of energeia and dunamis, which he introduces 
in express polemic against the Platonic chorismos thesis, 
for the sake of explaining change in the sensible world.) 
The eternity-not necessity-of the idea of justice would 
thus mean the constant demand that the lover of wisdom 
try to understand in a unified way the variety of ex
periences in which the most just men learn the limits of 
their justice. Thus the transcendence of the ideas would 
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be understood not primarily in terms of unchangeable
ness-what cannot be otherwise, is necessary and hence 
eternal-but rather in terms of a divined wholeness or 
(since the wholeness sought could not be a merely addi
tive matter) a divined unity. 

The point of these remarks, highly tentative and incom
plete as they are, is that Hegel's metaphysics, as a 
"metaphysics of morals," commits one to a philosophy 
of history dominated by the category of necessity only 
on condition that one accepts-as Hegel does-the 
Aristotelian account of the character of the proper objects 
of theoria, which account is, however, oriented upon a 
"metaphysics of nature." That there could be a 
"metaphysics of morals" leading to a non-necessitarian 
philosophy of history, namely a philosophy of stories 
which would seek, without help from the category of 
necessity, the unity of those stories which somehow most 
compel attention, is at least indicated by the interpreta
tion of Plato which, following a hint in Strauss, we have 
suggested. But this is not the way which Hegel takes. 

III. 

We must now summarize our findings with respect to 
Hegel's relation to the view of man characteristic of con
temporary revolutionary thought which, following 
Kojeve, we may understand provisionally as a synthesis 
of Marxist and Heideggerian thought. (We mean of 
course the early Heidegger, above all the author of Sein 
und Zeit.) According to Kojeve, the superiority of the 
modern (Marxist-existentialist) view of man to the clas
sical view lies in its greater concreteness. Thus Descartes, 
Kojeve suggests, merely summarizes the anthropology 
of the whole previous tradition of philosophy when, start
ing from the cogito ergo sum, he proceeds immediately to 
an explication of the "I think" without first explicating 
the "I am." In opposition to this procedure, Marx holds 
that before reflecting on one's thinking activity one must 
first reflect on the concrete conditions of one's being as 
such. Marx understands these conditions primarily in 
terms of the historical world created fundamentally by 
labor as technological transformation of nature and 
derivatively by revolutionary political struggle. Heideg
ger also holds that before reflecting on the purely theo
retical subject one must reflect on the concrete conditions 
of his being. (It is true but not immediately relevant that 
Heidegger claims in Being and Time to be concerned with 
the being of man only for the sake of gaining clarity about 
being as such.) Heidegger, however, does not primarily 
understand those concrete conditions in terms of histo
ry (still less in terms of economic history or any "ration
al" history at all), but rather in terms of the temporality 
of the individual human subject who is, concretely un
derstood, no mere theoretical (beholding) subject, con
cerned only with being intelligently present to Being in 
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its sheer presence (ousia=parousia for Heidegger's in
terpretation of classical ontology), but rather is always 
constituted by his particular memories of the past and 
care for the future, and above all by his consciousness, 
whether lucidly sustained or furtively evaded, that he 
must die. 

We said in the Introduction that according to Kojeve's 
interpretation, "Hegel succeeded in holding together 
themes which later, in Marx and Heidegger, become 
separated to the detriment of a true view of human exis
tence: Marx knows of political struggle and of labor as 
technological transformation of nature but he loses sight 
of human freedom as consciousness of death; Heideg
ger knows of human freedom as consciousness of death 
but neglects political struggle and labor, hence cannot 
give an account of concrete human existence." We shall 
now briefly review those passages in the Phenomenology 
which strongly support Kojeve' s interpretation, and then 
marshall several considerations which would have to be 
opposed to that interpretation. 

1. In the Preface to the Phenomenology Hegel stresses 
not only the importance of the right understanding of 
subjectivity for the right understanding of being as a 
whole, but also and especially that subjectivity must be 
understood as negativity: the "I" of the "I think" is not 
always one and the same; it becomes, creates itself in and 
through re-making the world in which it finds itself; but 
creation of the new presupposes destruction of the given 
at least as regards ''form''; the motive for creation of the 
new is dissatisfaction with the given; man's primary re
lation to the whole is one of disharmony, dissonance; 
only at the end of history, when the self-made man con
fronts a world which he has himself made (formally if not 
materially) does harmony reign. 

2. In Chapter IV of the Phenomenology Hegel sets forth 
the dialectics of master and slave, set in motion by the 
fundamental passions of desire for recognition or pres
tige on the one hand and fear of violent death on the 
other, in terms of which both labor as technological trans
formation of nature and political struggle are to be un
derstood, whether these are seen to culminate in the 
French Revolution as Hegel thought or the Communist 
Revolution as Kojeve thinks. 

3. Also in Chapter IV, Hegel affirms the superiority of 
Christian existence which, refusing to separate ''pure 
thinlcing" from "particular existence," demands "the 
resurrection of the body,'' over against Stoicism, which 
Hegel interprets as the existential outcome of the Socrat
ic school and which settles for the fulfillment or perfec
tion of the "agent intellect." 

4. In Chapter V, in his discussion of phrenology and 
physiognomy, Hegel enunciates the doctrine that "the 
being of a man is his deed": one must act in order to be
come an individual, and one is no more than one does, 
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whereby what one does has a purely "objective" (i.e., 
intersubjective and historical) meaning. This passage, in
cidentally, provides ample support for Kojeve's interpre
tation of Hegel as an atheist, at least in one important 
sense: the radical depreciation of what is inner-the realm 
of intentions-as strictly unknowable, presupposes that 
there is no God who can see into the hearts of men and 
render judgment accordingly. There is no more atheistic 
assertion in Hegel's philosophy than: "World history is 
the world court of justice." Whether atheism-namely, 
in this context, the impossibility of certain knowledge 
regarding what remains inner-commits one to the radi
cal depreciation of the inner as "unactual" is perhaps 
difficult to say; certainly, however, the converse is true: 
one who believes that a man is no more than he has done, 
must be an atheist. 

Against Kojeve's interpretation, however, one would 
have to say: 

1. Hegel's Aristotelianism, or perhaps one should say 
his "biologism" -in any case the doctrine of the presence 
of the telos in the beginning not as a mere norm but as 
effectively moving-is finally incompatible with an un
derstanding of human existence as "founded" on a fu
ture which is sheer possibility. Nor can this difficulty be 
removed merely by saying as Kojeve does that Hegel's 
dialectical natural science, which as such is "magical," 
must be rejected while his dialectical human science is 
retained. What is at issue is not whether nature is or is 
not dialectical in the sense of "dialectical" preferred by 
Kojeve-namely, "determined" out of a future which is 
sheer possibility-but rather what Hegel means by "di
alectical"; and that seems to Hegel to be as adequately 
expressed in terms of bud, blossom and fruit as of ancien 
regime, revolution and counter-revolution. Moreover, as 
we have seen, Hegel unambiguously maintains (in the 
Preface and in Chapter V) that the end is presupposed 
in the beginning when he is expressly speaking of Geist, 
namely of man's historical relation to being as a whole. 

2. Standing against the existentialist interpretation of 
Hegel is also what one may call Hegel's Spinozism, name
ly his conception that only the whole is in the strict sense 
actual. This conception leads to a transmoral notion of 
guilt-every part as such being guilty (only the whole be
ing innocent) insofar as in affirming itself it necessarily 
violates the equally valid rights of other parts-which de
termines Hegel's analysis of Greek tragedy, his critique 
of the beautiful soul, and his understanding of the pas
sion of Christ as the experience of the death of God. 
Kojeve, who apparently agrees with Hegel's official 
judgement on Spinoza's philosophy-that in it "the sub
ject is merely submerged, not upheld" -does not appear 
to wonder whether Hegel is perhaps in the end not so 
far from Spinoza as Kojeve' s existentialist interpretation 
requires. But one must wonder about this. 
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3. One must also be much more serious than Kojeve 
is with regard to the theological character of Hegel's 
thought. Who after all can doubt the theological origin 
of Hegel's assertion in the Introduction to the Phenome
nology that "the Absolute already is and wills to be with 
us"? Indeed Kojeve' s rather vulgar prejudice against 
religion in general (whose deepest root he takes to be that 
fear of death which all" adults" have overcome) vitiates 
his presentation of Hegel's thought in various ways. Thus 
according to his interpretation, Hegel presents Greek 
tragedy as resting upon the relegation of labor-wherein 
alone according to Kojeve individuality and activity (as 
distinct from mere being) are reconciled-to the periph
ery of the polis, which was essentially an orgattization of 
masters, i.e., of warriors. This is an ingenious interpre
tation, but there is scant basis for it in Hegel's text. Hegel 
indeed sees the essential tragedy of Greek Sittlichkeit in 
the conflict between the city and the family, but he un
derstands that conclict not at all as a conflict between a 
laborless city and individuality, but rather as a conflict 
between human law and divine law. 

One aspect of the neglect by Kojeve of the theological 
character of Hegel's thought is roughly identical with his 
neglect of the Aristotelian character of that thought, par
ticularly of the priority of energeia over dunamis whereby 
the future is not sheer possibility but rather is profound
ly guaranteed. But even more misleading is Kojeve' s im
putation to Hegel of the view-that religion arises out of 
cowardice and wishful thinking, and that adequate hu
man self-consciousness requires atheism as the accep
tance, dictated by intellectual honesty, of man's utter lack 
of support in the universe and above all as required by 
man's "infinite pride" which is the driving force of his 
self-creation in history. No one should wish to enlist 
Hegel under the banner of orthodox Christianity; but 
neither was he guilty of the contemporary puerilities 
which Kojeve ascribes to him with regard to religious 
matters. 

Appendix A 
Aristotle on Actuality and Potentiality 

On the basis of the agreement between Hegel and 
Aristotle as to the divinity of noeseos noesis, the decisive 
question whether God can come to be in time is seen to 
depend on the mode of the presence of the telos in the 
beginning. We must determine Aristotle's thought in this 
respect as carefully as we can. We turn first to Aristotle's 
discussion of the priority of energeia over against dunamis 
in Book IX, Chapter VIII of the Metaphysics. 

Aristotle states that energeia is prior to dunamis in logos 
(later used interchangeably with gnosis), in ousia, and
in one sense though not in another-in time. The case 
of logos or speech and gnosis or knowledge is relatively 
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clear. We know and are able to speak of some thing or 
kind of thing as capable of seeing, for example, because 
we know it to have actually seen. Although qualifications 
would eventually be necessary, it is generally true that 
we are able to speak of capabilities or potentialities only 
because we have at some time seen them actualized. 

The priority in one sense but not in another of energeia 
over dunamis in time is also clear as far as it goes, but it 
points beyond itself. Aristotle says that dunamis is tem
porally prior in the sense that before this man there was 
this embryo, but prior to this embryo there was another 
(specifically but not numerically identical) man: "For it 
is always by a thing in energeia that another thing becomes 
energeia from what it was potentially; for example, a man 
by a man and the musical by the musical, as there is al
ways a first mover, and this mover already exists in 
energeia.'' 

But a discussion of whether and in what sense energeia 
is temporally prior to dunamis is necessarily inconclusive, 
for the reason that Aristotle teaches the eternity of the 
visible world, so that priority in the decisive respect must 
be not a matter of before and after in time, but rather a 
question of rank of being, a question concerning ousia or 
beingness. Aristotle indeed maintains the priority of ener
geia with respect to beingness. His argument is articulat
ed into three crucial assertions. First, the higher is 
efficacious, or nature tends toward the higher. Second, 
form is higher in rank, higher with respect to beingness, 
than matter, hence the formed is higher than the un
formed. Third, form at work, form which is fully ener
geia, is higher in rank than form which is merely present 
or not at work. For example, a man is higher in rank than 
a boy, but a man performing manly deeds is still higher 
in rank, in beingness. Thus there is motion from the un
formed toward form; but when that motion is complete 
there is, not "rest" at the level of form, but rather the 
sheer blazing forth in actualization/manifestation of self
possessed form. The decisive point is that both motions
if motion be taken in a broad sense to include the blaz
ing forth of a completed form-are "intended" by nature, 
and especially the second: "And so just as teachers think 
that they have achieved their end when they have exhibit
ed their pupils at work, it is likewise with nature." And 
this "intention" is efficacious-all that is tends toward 
actualization-not by virtue of the past or heredity or 
"recollection in the widest sense" (which Kojeve suggests 
is the foundation of biological existence in general, upon 
which he takes Aristotle's thought to be exclusively 
oriented, as distinct from human existence which is 
"founded" on a future which is sheer possibility), which 
might seem to be implied by Aristotle's comments about 
the temporal priority of man to embryo, but rather by vir
tue of the lure of a possible future, whose possibility as 
a real possibility is secured by the energeia of the eternal 
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prime mover, as Aristotle says a few sentences later. How 
the eternal prime mover has efficacy in the mode of lure 
we must briefly explain, although we shall limit ourselves 
to one aspect of the matter. 

It is well known that in Book XII of the Metaphysics
wherein the analysis of motion (Physics) and the analy
sis of knowing (Book III of De Anima) converge in such 
a way that the first cause of motion is revealed as noeseos 
noesis-God is presented as moving the universe by be
ing an object of desire, Himself unmoved. But to under
stand this thought somewhat more exactly, we may 
perhaps begin with a passage in Book II of De Anima con
cerning what Aristotle calls the nutritive soul (415a27-b8): 

Its operations are reproduction and the assimilation of food. 
For this is the most natural operation among living creatures 
... namely to reproduce one's kind, an animal producing 
an animal and a plant a plant in order that they may partici
pate in the eternal and divine in the only way they can; for 
all strive for this, and for the sake of this act according to na
ture ... Since, then, they cannot participate in the eternal 
and divine by continuity of existence, because no perishable 
thlng can remain numerically one and the same, they partic
ipate in these in the only way they can, some to a greater 
and some to a lesser extent; what persists is not the individual 
itself, but something in its image, identical not numerically 
but specifically. 

Thus all animate being attempts to participate in, is 
moved by its desire for, the "eternal and divine." The 
eternal and divine-that means, to strive for the highest 
kind of being is to strive to be outside of time; divinity 
seems almost to be an epiphenomenon of timelessness, 
rather than the other way around, so that it is difficult 
not to be reminded of Nietzsche's analysis of classical 
philosophy as animated by "the spirit of revenge" as 
"the revulsion of the will against time and its 'it was."' 
However that may be, plants and animals share in the 
eternal and divine, not individually, but by virtue of the 
everlastingness of their species. Everlastingness is the 
most perfect reflection or approximation within time of 
the eternal in the sense of the timeless. The heavenly bod
ies possess a still more perfect kind of being, since not 
by mere participation in a species, but in their very in
dividuality, they enjoy everlastingness as the product of 
their orexis toward the most perfect, i.e., timeless being. 
This fact is the ground of Aristotle's assertion in Book VI 
of the Ethics that man is by no means the highest being 
in the cosmos since, to say nothing of other considerations, 
he is inferior to the heavenly bodies. What Aristotle refers 
to, of course, and properly inasmuch as the Ethics forms 
part of his political writings, is man insofar as he lives 
in cities. For man insofar as he transcends the city, namely 
man insofar as he engages in contemplation, thereby par
ticipating, however intermittently, in the perfect and 
timeless life of the divine nous, enjoys not mere everlast-
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ingness but actual timelessness: contemplation is accord
ing to Aristotle the activity par excellence which is 
impervious to time. 

Appendix B 

The French Revolution and Christianity 

We have said, on the basis of texts whose purport, 
however strange, seems unmistakable, that the reconcili
ation with reality which Hegelian wisdom claims to pro
vide requires, above all, insight into two great events: the 
life and death of Christ, and the French Revolution cul
minating in Napoleon; and that according to Hegel the 
relation between these two events is such that the second 
is a killd of repetition of the first or, more precisely, that 
the proper understanding of the second makes possible 
for the first time the authentic appropriation, in the mode 
of Er-innerung, of the first. Formally considered, the com
mon term between the two events, seemingly so dis
parate, is according to Hegel a certain understanding of 
the relation between part and whole. Therefore the deci
sive question is: what is the whole of which Hegel, on 
the basis of his insight into these events above all others, 
recognizes himself to be a part and is thereby reconciled? 
Or, what is the meaning of history? 

At first sight Hegel appears to give as straightforward 
an answer to this question as one could desire: the mean
ing of history is the progressive realization of freedom 
in the world. In a famous passage of his Lectures on the 
Philosophy of History, Hegel sketches a development from 
the Oriental world, where only one is free, through the 
Greek and Roman worlds, where some are free, to the 
modem Christian world, shaped by the Reformation 
(which Hegel calls "the German Revolution") and the 
French Revolution, where all are free. Thus a line runs 
from Christ through Luther to the French Revolution dis
tinguishing the modern world from the ancient and sig
nifying the advance of freedom: Plato's Republic is said 
in Hegel's Philosophy of Right to be inimical to "freedom" 
or u subjectivity" or u subjective freedom." 

But although "freedom" is the key term in the 
Philosophy of History and the Philosophy of Right (in con
trast to the Phenomenology itself where "knowledge" or 
"wisdom" occupies the corresponding place; this differ
ence seems to indicate not a shift in Hegel's thought but 
rather the greater suitability of "freedom" as a readily 
accessible and exciting lecture theme), it is very difficult 
to say exactly what Hegel means by the term. Three prin
cipal meanings can be distinguished in Hegel's fluent 
usage. First, there is freedom as liberal democracy, cor
responding with the most obvious meaning of the French 
Revolution: the overthrow of "despotism," secular and 
clerical, in the name of the "rights of man," the privati
zation of religion, the emancipation of commerce from 
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pre-capitalistic restraints and in general the elaboration 
of the distinction between state and society. The second 
principal meaning of freedom is that in virtue of which 
Hegel regards the Christian view of man as superior to 
the classical philosophical view: having discussed this be
fore, we may summarize it here as ''wholeness of perso
nality," symbolized by the "resurrection of the body" 
over against the perfection of the "agent intellect" alone. 
This is the understanding of freedom which was made 
possible by Christ and mediated by Luther. The third 
principal meaning of freedom in Hegel's writings is that 
intended, in their diverse ways, by Plato and Spinoza, 
whereby freedom is understanding, and he who does not 
understand is radically unfree, especially if he is unhin
dered from doing "whatever he likes." 

In Hegel's popular presentations, especially the 
Philosophy of History, the celebration of freedom seems 
most obviously to intend freedom in the first sense, that 
of liberal democracy. But this is hardly Hegel's last word 
on the subject, as becomes clear if one reflects on his dee
ply pessimistic characterization of capitalism in the 
Philosophy of Right-the inevitable pauperization of the 
masses under capitalism leads directly to imperialism and 
finally has no other remedy than war in the interest of 
domestic unity (compare paragraphs 245, 246 and 324)-to 
say nothing of the much more bitter indictment contained 
in the so-called Jena system (which Hegel never pub
lished), written before the Phenomenology. Thus although 
one must say that Hegel was willing to accept modem 
liberal democracy for various reasons-some of them not 
so different from the reasons of Spinoza, for example
his acceptance of it was surely not so unqualified as to 
enable him to regard the emergence of liberal democra
cy, taken by itself, as the meaning of history. Rather, it 
was freedom in the other two senses which we have 
distinguished-Christian freedom as "wholeness of per
sonality" and Platonic freedom as wisdom-whose emer
gence Hegel regarded as constituting the meaning of 
history, and in view of which he affirmed himself to be 
reconciled. And of the two, Hegel understood the form
er to terminate in the latter: when he criticizes classical 
philosophy for having severed "pure thinking" from Ein
zelnheit, he has in view not at all the replacement of "pure 
thinkillg" by Einzelnheit but rather the integration and 
redemption of Einzelnheit within "pure thinking." The 
meaning of history is the emergence of wisdom. 

Thus wisdom recognizes that the meaning of history 
is the emergence of wisdom, of itself. But what is there
lation between recognition and reconciliation? Or, what 
is the temper or mood of Hegel's "reconciliation with 
reality"? Is Hegel's view more like Aristotle's (according 
to which happiness from understanding depends on the 
intrinsic goodness of what is understood: as Aristotle 
puts it in Book Lambda of the Metaphysics, "there are 
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some things which it is better not to see than to see"); 
or is it more like Spinoza's (according to which intellec
tual joy derives from the understanding of necessity as 
such, in which the primarily good and evil are subsumed 
and neutralized)? Conclusive texts are lacking, but it is 
difficult not to feel that Hegel is very far from Aristotle 
in this matter. 
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