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~ Three Little Words 
if ~ Joe Sachs 

Three words that loom large over any understanding of the 
Nicomachean Ethics are "habit," "the mean," and "noble." They 
might be said, very loosely, to refer to the efficient, formal, and 
final causes of moral virtue, but each of them is easy to misunder
stand, and any misunderstanding at such a crucial place must carry 
one far away from Aristotle's intentions. This lecture is meant to 
be a preliminary approach toward uncovering those intentions. I 
will argue that all three words invite misunderstanding, the first 
because it is not habit but character that makes moral virtue 
possible, the second because it is not any quantitat ive adjustment 
to a mean that achieves that virtue, but a qualitative state that 
stands between obstacles, and the third because the word "noble" 
is simply a poor translation of a Greek word that has a much richer 
meaning, and a straightforward English equivalent. 

Habit 

Most people, if asked to choose one word that describes the 
central focus of Aristotle's ethics, would be likely to say that it is 
"habit." A faculty seminar in Annapolis a few years ago got itself 
mired in the opinion that Aristotle must be saying that the good 
life is one of mindl~ss routine, and a recent lecture there took 
Aristotle to task for praising habit when so much that is important 
in life depends upon openness and spontaneity. But is it even 
plausible to think that Aristotle thought the aim of a good life is 
to eliminate thinking and choosing? 

Certainly it makes no sense to offer that opinion as a possible 
interpretation either of virtue or of Aristotle. But equally cer-
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tainly, Aristotle says that, for the way our lives turn out, "it makes 
no small difference to be habituated this way or that way straight 
from childhood, but an enormous difference, or rather all the 
difference" (11 03b 23-5). But is this the same as saying those lives 
are nothing but collections of habits? We need to think about 
causes and effects. It may be that eating a good breakfast makes 
all the difference to your having a productive day, but that does 
not mean that the breakfast is the only cause of what you accom
plish each day, or that those accomplishments are only nutritional. 
The habits that begin in childhood, like the nutrition that begins 
each morning, may be indispensable to what follows without 
determining it. Habits are not the only effects of habituation. 

Now if you have read the Nicomachean Ethics in the translation 
of Hippocrates Apostle, you will object that Aristotle says plainly 
that virtues are habits. Here, though, we have run into one of the 
many ways in which a Latin tradition has betrayed a translator and 
distorted Aristotle's meaning. Aristotle says that moral virtue is a 
hexis, a word consisting of a noun ending attached to the root of 
the verb echein. The Latin habeo is equivalent to echein, and the 
Latin habitus is a perfectly good translation of hexis, and so, by 
one more easy step we get the English word, "habit." But this 
paint-by-the-numbers approach to translation carries us so far 
astray that every implication of the English word is wrong. A hexis 
is not only not the same as a habit, but is almost exactly its opposite. 

The meaning of the word hexis becomes an issue in Plato's 
Theaetetus. Socrates makes the point that knowledge can never be 
a mere passive possession, stored in the memory the way birds can 
be kept in cages. The word for that sort of possession is ktesis, 
something that can be owned, hoarded, and locked away like 
money. Socrates suggests that, whatever knowledge is, it must 
have the character of a hexis, an active having-and-holding that 
depends on the effort of concentrating or paying attention. Meno, 
in the dialogue named for him, speaks always from habit, but 
cannot begin an approach to knowledge because he will not 
sustain an effort to say what virtue seems to him, right now, to 
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be. The verb echein means to have something in that effortful way, 
or to be something in an enduring and active way, and its corre
sponding noun is hexis. By choosing that word, Aristotle says that 
a moral virtue is an active state or condition. 

Most translators do not make the mistake of turning virtues 
into habits, but instead translate hexis as "disposition." But in 
other writings, such as the Categories (8b 29) and De Anima (417b 
15-17), Aristotle makes it clear that the general class of disposi
tions includes passive states, such as heat, cold, and sickness, that 
are easy to remove and change, as well as active stat es, such as 
perceiving and knowing, that engage the soul in its depths . The 
general word for disposition, diathesis, Aristotle uses only for the 
passive and shallow ones; for the deep and active ones he reserves 
the word hexis. Perceiving m ay seem to us, as it seemed to many 
of Aristotle's predecessors, to be a passive state, but he is emphatic 
that we are only open to the world by the effort of holding 
ourselves ready. And if knowledge seems to be something imposed 
upon us by teaching or training, we are not paying sufficient 
attention to the kind of learning that is called recollection in the 
Meno. In Book 7 of the Physics, Aristotle says that children are not 
changed or acted upon when they begin to learn, but get straight 
into an active state when time or adults help them settle down out 
of their native condition of disorder and distraction (247b 17-
248a 6). In Plato's image we draw knowledge up out of ourselves; 
in Aristotle's metaphor we settle down into knowing. Think of 
the humble example of a child learning its native language. If we 
had to tell the child what to do, the task would be hopeless . We 
are indispensable to children, but they do all the work. The 
particular language they learn comes from without, yet is not 
imposed, but is rather something that the deepest things in them 
reach out to grasp. This is exactly the way Aristotle understands 
moral virtue; in the passage cited from the Physics, he says virtues 
no more alter what we are than putting on its roof alters a house. 

It is in Book 2, chapter 4 , of the Ethics that Aristotle identifies 
moral virtue as an active state, distinguishing it from such passive 
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conditions of the soul as feelings and impulses, as well as from the 
mere capacities that belong to us by nature. This way of arguing 
presupposes one of the central claims of the whole inquiry-that 
the virtue of an action resides in the doer, not in the deed. It may 
escape our notice that, if Aristotle is right, there is no point 
whatever in the sort of discussion that sets up hypothetical situ
ations and asks what the right thing to do is. Would you press a 
button that would kill one person in China and avert nuclear war? 
That was once a popular dilemma that passed for ethical philoso
phy. A well-known book on ethics began with the plight of a 
pioneer woman who must kill her baby to save the rest of the 
family from being found by hostile natives. If this sort of talk 
strikes you as childish, it may be because you incline toward 
Aristotle's view that no action is good or right or just or coura
geous because of any quality of its own. Virtue manifests itself in 
action, but only when one acts while holding oneself in a certain 
way. In Greek, the phrase "holding oneself in a certain way" is pos 
echon, and the noun equivalent to it is hexis. 

How must one hold oneself, if one's act is to be worthy of the 
name virtue? Aristotle's first and most general description of this 
active state is that in it one holds oneself in a stable equilibrium 
of the soul, in order to choose the action knowingly and for its 
own sake. I am translating as "in a stable equilibrium" the pair of 
adverbs bebaifJs kai ametakinetos. The first means "stably" or "after 
having taken a stand"; the second, if it didn't have the meta 
between the negative prefix and the root, would mean "immov
ably," and make the pair signify "acting from a rigid stand." With 
the extra prefix, though, the second adverb means "in a condition 
from which one can't be moved all the way over into a different 
condition." A Newton's wheel in a state of stable equilibrium is 
like that : however one moves it, it always comes back to rest with 
the weight below the center. Virtue cannot, by this account, be 
an inflexible adherence to rules or duty or precedent. 

Already, at this first step, one may see that Aristotle cannot 
mean by "virtue" what we call "habit." Habitual action need not 
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be chosen knowingly, and it does not have a flexible constancy 
but a mindless uniformity. Even an expert on habits can be taken 
unawares, as in the story told of the behavioral scientist, B. F. 
Skinner, that a class of his once trained him always to lecture from 
the same corner of the room, by smiling and nodding whenever he 
approached it, but frowning and faintly shaking their heads when 
he moved away from it. Even when we deliberately impose habits 
on ourselves, what remains has in it nothing of the original purpose, 
but only a passive and mechanical response to a superficial sameness 
in outer circumstances. The stable equilibrium that Aristotle is 
talking about is not habit-ethos in Greek-but character-ethos. 

In this case, the change from an epsilon to an eta carries us from 
the cause to its effect, since Aristotle's claim is that character is 
the result of habit. It should now be clear, though, that the habit 
is no part of that character. Our task now is to understand how 
an active condition of the soul can arise as a consequence of a 
passive one, and why the passive condition is a necessary step 
toward the active one. I remind you that Aristotle's main examples 
of active states other than the moral virtues are knowing and 
attentive seeing. We have only to look around us, or in the mirror, 
to find countless examples of the passive and mindless conditions 
that are our habits: biting one's nails, twisting one's hair, saying 
"like" between every two words. Our mindless habits seem to be 
at the farthest remove from conditions like knowing in which we 
are most alive. But in fact there is another condition in us in which 
we are even farther removed from our active states . 

We all start out life governed by our desires and impulses. These 
conditions do not last as long as habits do, but come and go, but 
when present they are very strong. Listen to a child who can't live 
without some toy that has aroused its desire in the toy store, or its 
greed in another child's house, or who makes you feel like a 
murderer for trying to leave it alone in a dark room. How can such 
powerful impulses be overcome? To expect a child to let go of the 
desire or fear that grips it may seem as hopeless as Aristotle's 
example of trying to train a stone to fall upward, were it not for 
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the fact that we all know that we have somehow, for the most part, 
broken the power of those tyrannical feelings. We don't expel 
them altogether, but we do get the upper hand; an adult who has 
temper tantrums like those of a two-year-old child has to live in 
an institution, and not in the adult world. But the impulses and 
desires don't weaken; it is rather the case that we get stronger. 

Aristotle doesn't go into much detail about how this happens, 
but what he does say is that we get the virtues by working at them: 
in the give-and-take with other people, some become just, others 
unjust; by acting in the face of frightening things and being 
habituated to be fearful or confident, some become brave and 
others cowardly; and some become moderate and gentle, others 
spoiled and bad-tempered, by turning around from one thing and 
toward another in the midst of desires and passions (11 03b 
14-22). He sums this up by saying that when we are at work in a 
certain way, an active state results. This apparently unremarkable 
sentence seems to me to be one of the linchpins that hold together 
the Ethics, and to mark the transition from the language of habit 
to the language appropriate to character. It says that a hexis comes 
into being out of an energeia. The latter word, many of you know, 
does not mean "mere behavior," however repetitive and constant 
it may be. It may be translated as "being-at-work," and this is the 
central idea in all of Aristotle's thinking. Here it ties his ethics to 
his whole account of nature, and to the structure of being. It is 
only this philosophic understanding that makes intelligible the 
transi t ion out of childhood and into the moral stature that comes 
with character and virtue. 

The moral life can be, and often is, confused with the habits 
approved by some society and imposed on its young. You may not 
realize that the reason you stood when I entered this room is that 
Stringfellow Barr was a Virginia gentleman who always stood 
when anyone entered or left a room. What he considered good 
breeding is for us mere habit. This is painfully clear in these 
thoughtless times when some student who stood at the beginning 
of a lecture gets bored and leaves in the middle of it. In such a case 
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the politeness was just for show, and the rudeness is the truth. 
Why shouldn't we think that all habituation of the young is of 
this sort? To test this opinion, we need to look more deeply into 
the soul, and to realize that there is a whole layer of habituation 
that precedes the encounter of any child with its elders. 

We all arrive on the scene of human interaction already habitu
ated, in the habit, that is, of yielding to impulses and desires, of 
instantly slackening the tension of pain or fear or unfulfilled desire 
in any way open to us, and all this has become automatic in us 
before thinking and choosing are available to us at all. This is a 
description of what is called human nature, though in fact it is a 
barrier that blocks our access to our true natural state. This is why 
Aristotle says that "the virtues come about in us neither by nature 
nor apart from nature" (11 03a 24-5). What we call human nature, 
and Hobbes calls the state of nature, is both natural and unnatural; 
it is the passive part of our natures, passively reinforced by habit. 
Virtue has the aspect of a second nature, because it cannot develop 
first, nor by a continuous process out of our first condition. But 
it is only in the moral virtues that we possess our primary nature, 
that in which all our capacities can have their full development. 
Moral virtue does not constrain a human being but completes us 
as a roof completes a house The sign of what is natural, for 
Aristotle, is pleasure, but we have to know how to read the signs . 
Things pleasant by nature, he says, have no opposite pain and no 
excess, because they set us free to act simply as what we are (1154b 
15-21), and it is in this sense that Aristotle calls the life of virtue 
pleasant in its own right, in itself (1 099a 6-7; 16-17). A mere habit 
of acting contrary to our inclinations cannot be a virtue, by the 
infallible sign that we don't like it. 

Our first or childish nature is never eradicated, though, and this 
is why Aristotle says that our nature is not simple, but also has in it 
something different that makes our happiness assailable from 
within, and makes us love change even when it is for the worse 
(1154b 21-32). How do we move from this first nature to a more 
stable and satisfying condition? Parents who care about their chil-
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dren' s happiness have no difficulty in seeing that a child sometimes 
has to hear the word "no," even when it might easily be given one 
more desired thing, or be allowed to avoid one more frightening 
thing. If the time is out of joint, a parent might even need the same 
sort of help from her child. I quote from Hamlet (3.4. 160-69): 

Assume a virtue if you have it not, 
That monster custom, who all sense doth eat, 
Of habits devil, is angel yet in this, 
That to the use of actions fair and good 
He likewise gives a frock or livery, 
That aptly is put on. Refrain tonight, 
And that shall lend a kind of easiness 
To the next abstinence, the next more easy; 
For use almost can change the stamp of nature ... 

Hamlet is talking to a middle-aged woman about lust, but the 
pattern is universal, and expresses the common experience of 
human beings . What is at work here that is so effective? We are 
in a position to see that it is not the stamp of nature that needs to 
be changed, but the earliest stamp of habit. We can drop Hamlet's 
"almost" and rid his last quoted line of all paradox by seeing that 
the reason we need habit is to change the stamp of habit. A habit 
of yielding to impulse can be counteracted by an equal and 
opposite habit. This second habit is no virtue, but only a mindless 
inhibition, an automatic repressing of impulse. Nor do the two 
opposite habits together produce virtue, but rather a state of 
neutrality. When habit is checked and balanced by habit, some
thing else must emerge to become responsible for action. Aris
totle's use of the word energeia suggests that this happens on its 
own, with no need for anything new to be imposed. Habituation 
does not stifle nature, but rather lets nature make its appearance. 
The description from Book 7 of the Physics of the way children 
begin to learn applies equally well to the way human character 
begins to be formed: we settle down, out of the turmoil of 
childishness, into what we are by nature. 
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We can now see how it is that habituation does not complete 
the progress toward virtue, but only begins it . Aristotle describes 
a motion from habit to being-at-work to the hexis or active state 
that can give the soul moral stature. If the human soul had no 
being-at-work, no inherent and indelible activity, there could be 
no such moral stature, but only customs. In Book 1 of the Ethics, 
when first trying to give content to the idea of happiness, Aristotle 
asks if it would make sense to think that a carpenter or shoemaker 
has work to do but a human being as such is inert. His reply, of 
course, is that nature has given us work to do, in default of which 
we are necessarily unhappy, and that work is to put into action 
the power of reason (1097b 24-1098a 4). Note please that he does 
not say that everyone must be a philosopher, nor even that human 
life is constituted by the activity of reason, but that reason must 
come forward into our action. Later, Aristotle makes explicit that 
the irrational impulses are no less human than reasoning is (1111 b 
1-2). His point is that, since we are human beings, our desires 
n eed not be mindless and random, but can be transformed by 
thinking into choices, that is, desires informed by deliberation 
(1113a 11). T he characteristic human way of being-at-work is the 
threefold activity of seeing an end, thinking about means to it, 
and choosing an action. Responsible human action depends upon 
the combining of all the powers of the soul : perception, imagina
tion, reasoning, and desiring. These are all things that are at work 
in us all the time. Good parental training does not produce them, 
or mold them, or alter them, but sets them free to be effective in 
action. This is the way in which, according to Aristotle, despite the 
contributions of parents, society, and nature, we are the coauthors 
of the active states of our own souls (11 14b 23-4). 

The Mean 

Now this discussion has shown that habit does make all the 
difference to our lives without being the only thing shaping those 
lives and without being the final form they take. The same 
discussion also points to a way to make some sense of one of the 
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things that has always puzzled me most in the Ethics, the insistence 
that moral virtue is always in its own nature a mean condition. 
Quantitative relations are so far from any serious human situation 
that they would seem to be present only incidentally or metaphori
cally, but Aristotle says that "by its thinghood and by the account 
that unfolds what it is for it to be, virtue is a mean" (11 07 a 7 -8). 
This invites such hopeless shallowness as in the following sen
tences that I quote from a recent article in a philosophic journal 
(Ancient Philosophy 8: 101-4): "To illustrate .. . O marks the mean 
(e.g. Courage); ... Cowardice is -5 while Rashness is 3 .. .In our 
number language .. .' . Always try to lower the absolute value of your 
vice."' This scholar thinks achieving courage is like tuning in a radio 
station on an analog dial. Those who do not sink this low might 
still think Aristotle is praising a kind of mediocrity, like that found 
in people who used to go to college to get gentlemen's C's. lt should 
be clear that no sort of courage could be found in those timid souls, 
whose only aim in life is to blend so well into their social surround
ings that virtue would never be chosen in preference to a fashionable 
vice. Aristotle points out twice that every moral virtue is an extreme 
(11 07 a 8-9; 22-4), but he keeps that observation secondary to an 
overriding sense in which it is a mean. 

Could there be anything at all to the notion that we home in 
on a virtue from two sides? There is a wonderful image of this sort 
of thing in the novel Nop 's Trials by Donald McCaig. The pro
tagonist is not a human being, but a border collie named Nop. 
The author describes the way the dog has to find the balance point, 
the exact distance behind a herd of sheep from which he can drive 
the whole herd forward in a coherent mass . When the dog is too 
close, the sheep panic and run off in all directions; when he is too 
far back, the sheep ignore him, and turn in all directions to graze. 
While in motion, a good working dog keeps adjusting his pace to 

maintain the exact mean position that keeps the sheep stepping 
lively in the direction he determines. Now working border collies 
are brave, tireless, and determined; they have been documented 
as running more than a hundred miles in a day, and they love their 
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work. There is no question that they display virtue, but it is not 
human virtue and not even of the same form. Some human 
activities do require the long-sustained tension a sheep dog is 
always holding on to, an active state stretched to the limit, 
constantly and anxiously kept in balance. Running on a tightrope 
might capture the same flavor. But constantly maintained anxiety 
is not the kind of stable equilibrium that Aristotle attributes to 
the virtuous human soul. 

We stumbled onto a more stable sort of mean condition when 
we saw that habits are needed to counteract other habits. This way 
of reaching a mean also accords with the things Aristotle says 
about straightening warped boards, aiming away from the worse 
extreme, and being on guard against the seductions of pleasure 
(11 09a 30-b 9). It must be our way to the mean for each of the 
moral virtues, but how it works is perhaps clearest in respect to 
temperance. The glutton, the drunkard, the person enslaved to 
every sexual impulse obviously cannot ever be happy, but the 
opposite extremes, which Aristotle groups together as a kind of 
numbness or denial of the senses (11 07b 8), miss the proper 
relation to bodily pleasure on the other side. It may seem that 
temperance in relation to food, say, depends merely on determin
ing how many ounces of cake to eat. This seems to follow from 
Aristotle's example of Milo the wrestler, who needs more food 
than the rest of us, but I think that misses the point. That example 
is given only to show that there is no single action that can ever 
be prescribed as right for every person and every circumstance, 
and it is not strictly analogous even to temperance with respect to 
food. What is at stake is not a correct quantity of food but a right 
relation to the pleasure that comes from eating. 

Suppose that you have carefully saved a slice of cake all day for 
your midevening snack, and just as you are ready to treat yourself, 
a friend arrives unexpectedly to visit. If you are a glutton, you 
might hide the cake until the friend leaves, or gobble it down 
before you open the door. If you have the opposite vice, and have 
puritanically suppressed in yourself all indulgence in the pleasures 
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of food, the hypothesis probably fails, and you won't have cake or 
any other treat to offer your visitor. If the state of your soul is in 
the mean in these matters, you are neither enslaved to nor shut 
out from the pleasure of eating treats, and can enhance the visit 
of a friend by sharing them. What you are sharing is incidentally 
the six ounces of cake; the point is that you are sharing the 
pleasure, which is not found on any scale of measurement. A sign 
that your soul is in good shape would be the fact that the pleasure 
is even greater when the quantity of food is less. But to discover 
this pleasure, you need to be free from both the tyranny of desire, 
and the forcible restraint of desire. The characteristically human 
enhancements of life open up in the middle region. 

This example demonstrates that the mean that constitutes 
temperance is not in anything external and measurable, but only 
in the soul. It is also enlightening, I think, in another way. No 
argument seems needed about why sharing the treat is the right 
thing to do. We all know it is right-don't we?-and we know it 
more clearly and immediately than we know any principle that it 
might be argued from. Aristotle says that we know such things by 
perception, not the perception of any one of the five senses, but 
the sort by which we perceive that a triangle is the last kind of 
figure into which a polygon can be divided (1142a 28-30). This 
sort of perceiving contains thinking and imagining, but what it 
judges, it judges by perceiving it to be so. In matters pertaining 
to character, our childish habits, or any traces of them that remain 
in us, cloud our sight, but the effect of the liberating counterhabit 
is to clear that sight. That is why Aristotle says that the person of 
moral stature, the spoudaios, is the one to whom things appear as 
they truly are (1113a 30-1). Once the earliest habits are neutral
ized, our desires are disentangled from the pressure for immediate 
gratification, we are calm enough to think, and most important, 
we can see what is in front of us in all its possibility. The m ean 
state here is not a point on a dial that we need to fiddle up and 
down; it is a clearing in the midst of pleasures and pains that lets 
us judge what seems most truly pleasant and painful. 
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The other sort of mean, which requires a constant adjustment 
between too much and too little indulgence, is a recognizable 
human condition, but not one that Aristotle will call virtue. This 
sheep-dog-like state of the soul is what Aristotle means by self-re
straint or continence. In such people, who are perhaps most of us, 
the reasoning part of the soul is keeping the impulses reined in, 
but those impulses can slip the reins and go their own way, as parts 
of the body do in people with certain disorders of the nerves 
(11 02b 14-22). Control in self-restrained people is an anxious, 
unstable equilibrium that will lapse whenever vigilance is relaxed. 
We sometimes think of life as a conflict between the head and the 
heart, but in such a situation there is no unity of the human being, 
but only truces, compromises, and temporary victories of parties 
with divergent interests. The virtuous soul, on the contrary, 
blends all its parts in the act of choice. 

This, I think, is the best way to understand the active state of 
the soul that constitutes moral virtue and forms character. It is the 
condition in which all the powers of the soul are at work together, 
making it possible for action to engage the whole human being. 
The work of achieving character is a process of clearing away the 
obstacles that stand in the way of the full efficacy of the soul. 
Someone who is partial to food or drink, or to running away from 
trouble, or to looking for trouble, is a partial human being. Let 
the whole power of the soul have its influence, and the choices 
that result will have the characteristic look that we call courage or 
temperance or simply virtue. Now this adjective, "characteristic," 
comes from the Greek word character, which means "the distinc
tive mark scratched or stamped on anything," and which to my 
knowledge is never used in the Nicomachean Ethics. In the sense 
of character of which we are speaking, the word for which is ethos, 
we see an outline of the human form itself. A person of character 
is someone you can count on, because there is a human nature in 
a deeper sense than that which refers to our early state of weakness. 
Someone with character has taken a stand in that fully mature 
nature, and cannot be moved all the way out of it. 
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But there is also such a thing as bad character, and this is what 
Aristotle means by vice, as distinct from bad habits or weakness. 
It is possible for someone with full responsibility and the free use 
of intellect to choose always to yield to bodily pleasure, or to greed, 
or to ambition. Virtue is a mean, first, because it can only emerge 
out of the stand-off between pairs of opposite habits, but second, 
because it chooses to take its stand not in any of those habits but 
between them. In this middle region, thinking does come into 
play, but it is not correct to say that virtue takes its stand in 
principle; Aristotle makes clear that vice is a principled choice that 
following some extreme path toward or away from pleasure is right 
(1146b 22-3). Principles are wonderful things, but there are too 
many of them, and exclusive adherence to any one of them is 
always a vice. 

In our earlier example, the true glutton would be someone who 
does not just have a bad habit of always indulging the desire for 
food, but someone who has chosen on principle that one ought 
always to yield to it. In Plato's Gorgias, Callicles argues just that, 
about food, drink, and sex. He is serious, even though he is young 
and still open to argument. But the only principled alternative he 
can conceive is the denial of the body-the choice of a life fit only 
for stones or corpses (492E). This is the way most attempts to be 
serious about right action go astray. What, for example, is the virtue 
of a seminar leader? Is it to ask appropriate questions but never state 
an opinion? Or is it to offer everything one has learned on the 
subject of discussion? What principle should rule-that all learning 
must come from the learners, or that without prior instruction no 
useful learning can take place? Is there a hybrid principle? Or should 
one try to find the mid-way point between the opposite principles? 
Or is the virtue some third thing altogether? 

Just as habits of indulgence always stand opposed to habits of 
abst inence, so, too, does every principle of action have its opposite 
principle. If good h abituation ensures that we are not swept away 
by our strongest impulses, and the exercise of intelligence ensures 
that we will see two worthy sides to every question about action, 
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what governs the choice of the mean? Aristotle gives this answer: 
"such things are among particulars, and the judgment is in the act 
of sense-perception" (1109b 23-4). But this is the calmly ener
getic, thought-laden perception to which we referred earlier. The 
origin of virtuous action is neither intellect nor appetite, but is 
variously described as intellect through-and-through infused with 
appetite, or appetite wholly infused with thinking, or appetite and 
reason joined for the sake of something; this unitary source is 
called by Aristotle simply anthropos (1139a 34-b 5-7). But our 
thinking must contribute right reason (ho orthos logos) and our 
appetites must contribute right desire (he orthe orexis) if the action 
is to have moral stature (1114b 29; 1139a 24-6; 31-2). What 
makes them right can only be the something for the sake of which 
they unite, and this is what is said to be accessible only to sense 
perception. This brings us to the third word we need to think about. 

The Noble? 

Aristotle says plainly and repeatedly what it is that moral virtue 
is for the sake of, but the translators are afraid to give it to you 
straight. Most of them say it is "the noble." One of them says it 
is "the fine." If these answers went past you without even regis
tering, that is probably because they make so little sense. To us, 
the word "noble" probably connotes some sort of high-minded 
naivete, something hopelessly impractical. But Aristotle considers 
moral virtue the only practical road to effective action. The word 
"fine" is of the same sort but worse, suggesting some flimsy artistic 
soul who couldn't endure rough treatment, while Aristotle de
scribes moral virtue as the most stable and durable condition in 
which we can meet all of life's obstacles. The word the translators 
are afraid of is to kalon, "the beautiful." Aristotle singles out as the 
distinguishing mark of courage, for example, that it is always "for 
the sake of the beautiful, for this is the end of virtue" (1115 b 
12-13). Of magnificence, or large-scale philanthropy, he says it is 
"for the sake of the beautiful, for this is common to the virtues" 
(1122b 7-8). What the person of good character loves with right 
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desire and thinks of as an end with right reason must first be 
perceived as beautiful. 

The Loeb translator explains why he does not use the word 
"beautiful" in the Nicomachean Ethics. He tells us to kalon has two 
different uses, and refers both to "(1) bodies well shaped and 
works of art ... well made, and (2) actions well done" (p. 6). The 
latter sense is ethical, while the former is often dismissed as merely 
"aesthetic." But we have just noticed that Aristotle says the judg
ment of what is morally right belongs to sense perception. And he 
explicitly compares the act that springs from moral virtue to a 
well-made work of art. People praise the latter by saying it would 
not be possible to add anything to it or take anything from it, and 
Aristotle says that virtue differs from art in that respect only by 
being more precise and better (1106b 10-15). An action is right 
in the same way that a painting might get everything just right. 
Antigone contemplates in her imagination the act of burying her 
brother, and says "it would be a beautiful thing to die doing this" 
(Antigone, 1. 72). This is as pure an example as I know of Aristotle's 
description of courage. N eoptolemus stops Philoctetes from kill
ing Odysseus with the bow he has just returned, and says "neither 
for me nor for you is this a beautiful thing" (Philoctetes, 1. 1304). 
This is a recognition that the rightness of returning the bow would 
be spoiled if it were used for revenge. This is not some special 
usage of the Greek language, but one that speaks to us directly, if 
the translators let it. And it is not a kind of language that belongs 
only to poetic tragedy, since the tragedians find their subjects by 
recognizing human virtue in circumstances that are most hostile 
to 1t. 

In the most ordinary circumstances, any mother might say to 

a misbehaving child, in plain English, "Don't be so ugly." And 
any of us, parent, friend, or grudging enemy, might on occasion 
say to someone else, "That was a beautiful thing you did." Is it by 
some wild coincidence that twentieth-century English and fourth
century-b.c. Greek link the same pair of uses under one word? 
Aristotle is always alert to the natural way that important words 
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have more than one meaning. The inquiry in his Metaphysics is 
built around the progressive narrowing of the word "being" until 
its primary meaning is discovered. In the Physics, the various senses 
of motion and change are played on like the keyboard of a piano, 
and serve to uncover the double source of natural activity. The 
inquiry into ethics is not built in this fashion; Aristotle asks about 
the way the various meanings of "the good" are organized, but he 
immediately drops the question, as being more at home in another 
sort of philosophic inquiry (1 096b 26-32). It is widely claimed that 
Aristotle says there is no good itself, or any other form at all of the 
sort spoken of in Plato's dialogues. This is a misreading of any text 
of Aristotle to which it is referred. Here in the study of ethics it is 
a failure to see that the idea of the good is not rejected simply, but 
only held off as a question that does not arise as first for us. Aristotle 
praises Plato for understanding that philosophy does not argue from 
first principles but toward them. (1095a 31-3) 

But while Aristotle does not make the meanings of the good an 
explicit theme that shapes his inquiry, he nevertheless does plain1y 
lay out its three highest senses, and does narrow down the three 
into two and indirectly into one. He tells us there are three kinds 
of good toward which our choices look: the pleasant, the beautiful, 
and the beneficial or advantageous (11 04b 31-2) . The last of these 
is clearly subordinate to the other two, and when the same issue 
comes up next, it has dropped out of the list. The goods sought 
for their own sake are said to be of only two kinds, the pleasant 
and the beautiful (111Gb 9-12). That the beautiful is the primary 
sense of the good is less obvious, both because the pleasant is itself 
resolved into a variety of senses, and because a whole side of virtue 
that we are not considering in this lecture aims at the true, but we 
can sketch out some ways in which the beautiful emerges as the 
end of human action. 

Aristotle's first description of moral virtue required that the one 
acting choose an action knowingly, out of a stable equilibrium of 
the soul, and for its own sake. The knowing in question turned 
out to be perceiving things as they are, as a result of the habituation 
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that clears our sight. The stability turned out to come from the 
active condition of all the powers of the soul, in the mean position 
opened up by that same habituation, since it neutralized an earlier, 
opposite, and passive habituation to self-indulgence. In the ac
counts of the particular moral virtues, an action's being chosen for 
it own sake is again and again specified as meaning that it is chosen 
for no reason other than that it is beautiful. In Book 3, chapter 8, 
Aristotle refuses to give the name courageous to anyone who acts 
bravely for the sake of honor, out of shame, from experience that 
the danger is not as great as it seems, out of spiritedness or anger or 
the desire for revenge, or from optimism or ignorance. Genuinely 
courageous action is in no obvious way pleasant, and is not chosen 
for that reason, but there is according to Aristotle "l truer pleasure 
inherent in it. It doesn't need pleasure dangled in front of it as an 
added attraction. Lasting and satisfying pleasure never comes to 
those who seek pleasure, but only to the philokalos, who looks past 
pleasure to the beautiful (1099a 15-17; 13). 

In our earlier example of temperance, I think most of us would 
readily agree that the one who had his eye only on the slice of cake 
found less pleasure than the one who saw that it would be a better 
thing to share it. And Aristotle does say explicitly that the target 
the temperate person looks to is the beautiful ( 1119 b 15-17). But 
since there are three primary mo~al virtues-courage, temperance, 
and justice-it is surprising that in the whole of Book 5, which 
discusses justice, Aristotle never mentions the beautiful. It must 
somehow be applicable, since he says it is common to all the moral 
virtues, but in that case the account of justice seems to be incom
plete, unless it is completed in some later part of the Ethics by 
being brought into relation to the beautiful. This is exactly what 
does happen, although I read the book dozens of times before I 
grasped it. 

Justice seems to be not only a moral virtue, but in some 
pre-eminent way the moral virtue. It is a theme or major concern 
of almost every book in our freshman seminar. And Aristotle says 
that there is a sense of the word in which the one we call just is 
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the person who has all moral virtue, insofar as it affects other 
people (1129b 26-7). He even quotes a line from Euripides, that 
"neither sunset nor sunrise is so wonderful" as justice. In spite of 
all this, I believe that Aristotle treats justice as something inherently 
inadequate, a condition of the soul that cannot ever achieve the end 
at which it aims. Justice concerns itself with the right distribution 
of rewards and punishments within a community. This would seem 
to be the chief aim of the lawmakers, but Aristotle says that they do 
not take justice as seriously as friendship. They accord friendship a 
higher moral stature than justice (1155a 23-4).1t seems to me now 
that Aristotle does too, and that the discussion of friendship in 
Books 8 and 9 replaces that of justice. 

What is the purpose of reward and punishment? I take Aris
totle's answer to be homonoia, the like-mindedness that allows a 
community to act in concord. For the sake of this end, he says, it 
is not good enough that people be just, while if they are friends 
they have no need to be just (1155a 24-9). So far, this sounds as 
though friendship is merely something advantageous for the social 
or political good, but Aristotle immediately adds that it is also 
beautiful. The whole account of friendship, you will recall, is 
structured around the threefold meaning of the good. Friendships 
are distinguished as being for use, for pleasure, or for love of the 
friend's character. 

Repeatedly, after raising questions about the highest kind of 
friendship, Aristotle resolves them by looking to the beautiful: it 
is a beautiful thing to do favors for someone freely, without 
expecting a return (1163a 10; 1168a 10-13); even in cases of 
urgent necessity, when there is a choice about whom to benefit, 
one should first decide whether the scale tips toward the necessary 
or the beautiful thing (1165a 4-5); to use money to support our 
parents is always more beautiful than to use it for ourselves (1165a 
22-4); someone who strives to achieve the beautiful in action 
would never be accused of being selfish (1168b 25-8). These 
observations culminate in the claim that, "if all people competed 
for the beautiful, and strained to do the most beautiful things, 
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everything people need in common, and the greatest good for each 
in particular, would be achieved ... for the person of moral stature 
will forgo money, honor, and all the good things people fight over 
to achieve the beautiful for himself' (1169a 8""11; 20-22). This 
does not mean that people can do without such things as money 
and honor, but that the distribution of such things takes care of 
itself when people look to the good that is highest by nature. 
Justice, by contrast, Aristotle says in the Politics, looks only to 
what is necessary, and has only the sort of beauty that necessary 
things can have (1332a 11-15). 

The description of the role of the beautiful in moral virtue is 
most explicit in the discussion of courage, where the emphasis is 
on the great variety of things that resemble courage but fail to 
achieve it because they are not solely for the sake of the beautiful. 
That discussion is therefore mostly negative. There is also some
thing of a tragic feeling to it, with its ever-present paradigm of the 
extreme situation of war, in which nothing might be left to choose 
but a beautiful death. We can now see that the discussion of justice 
was also of a negative character, since justice itself resembles the 
moral virtue of friendship without achieving it, again because it 
does not govern its action by looking to the beautiful. The largest 
collection of positive examples of beautiful actions in the Ethics is 
in the discussion of friendship, which points to the healthy 
community in which civil war and other conflicts are driven away 
by the choice of what is beautiful in life (1155a 24-7). By the end 
of the ninth book, there is no doubt that Aristotle does indeed 
believe in a primary sense of the good, at least in the human realm, 
and that the name of this good is the beautiful. 

And it should be noticed that the beautiful is at work not only 
in the human realm. In De Anima, Aristotle argues that, while the 
soul moves itself in the act of choice, the ultimate source of its 
motion is the practical good toward which it looks, which causes 
motion while it is itself motionless (433a 29-30; b 11-13). This 
structure of the motionless first mover is taken up in Book 12 of 
the Metaphysics, where Aristotle argues that the order of the 
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cosmos depends on such a source, which causes motion in the 
manner of something loved; he calls this source, as one of its 
names, the beautiful, and says it is that which is beautiful not in 
seeming but in being (1 072a 26-b 4). Like Diotima in Plato's 
Symposium, Aristotle makes the beautiful the good itself. 

I want to pause for a moment, before ending the lecture, to 
comment on the fact that the beautiful in the Ethics is not an 
object of contemplation simply, but the source of action. In a 
lecture on the Poetics I discussed the intimate connection of beauty 
with the experience of wonder. The sense of wonder seems to me 
to be the way of seeing which allows things to appear as what they 
are, since it holds off our tendencies to make things fit into the 
theories or opinions we already hold, or to use things for purposes 
that have nothing to do with them. That is why philosophy begins 
in wonder, as does the whole of the contemplative life. But the 
way I have just described the experience of wonder in a theoretical 
context is exactly the same as what Aristotle repeatedly says is the 
ultimate effect of moral virtue: that the one who has it sees truly 
and judges rightly, since only to someone of good character do the 
things that are beautiful appear as they truly are (1113a 29-35), 
that practical wisdom depends on moral virtue to make its aim 
right (1144a 7-9), and that the eye of the soul that sees what is 
beautiful as the end or highest good of action gains its active state 
only with moral virtue (1144a 26-33). That is why both right 
desire and right reason make their appearance only in the middle 
ground-middle in two senses, because it is between habits of 
acting and between opposite principles of action. The experience 
of wonder brings thinking to a stop, but also lets it begin; 
similarly, the contemplation of things as they are stands apart from 
action, but also lets action find its aim. The true and the good 
stem from one source, and converge in the beautiful. 
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~ On Becoming Free 
~ ~ Steve Crockett 

Monday will be the 186th anniversary of Abraham Lincoln's 
birthday. Ordinary birthdays are hard enough. For instance, how 
do you invite people to your birthday party without obliging them 
to bring a gift? Miss Manners answers such questions. She appears 
in the Washington Post each Sunday, and I like her in part because 
she thinks equality and self-control go together. 

She proposes two solutions to the problem of gifts. First, you 
might hold what she calls a "reverse surprise party": wait until the 
party and then tell your guests that it's your birthday. But if you 
don't want to do that, and 

all else fails, you might consider sacrificing yourself to 
a grateful nation. Your birthday will then be declared 
a national holiday, and citizens all over the country 
will use it (or the nearest Monday, for their greater 
convenience) to go out and buy things (on sale) for 
themselves.l 

There are other signs of decline: In a Peanuts cartoon, Sallie asks 
Charlie Brown, "Do you want to hear my report on Abraham 
Lincoln?" Before he can answer, she launches: "Today is Abraham 
Lincoln's Birthday. Who, you may ask, was Abraham Lincoln? 
Okay, I'll tell you. Abraham Lincoln was our sixteenth King and he 
was the father of Lot's wife." In another cartoon, she and Lin us are 
looking at a book of Bible maps. He shows her lots of places. She 
says, "That's neat. Where' s the log cabin?" He says, "What log 
cabin?" She says, "I thought somebody was born in a log cabin."2 

There is more here than indifference. There is also confusion, 
hers and others'. Ralph Waldo Emerson said he was sure that "if 

Steve Crockett was a tutor at St. John's College and its Graduate Institute from 
1970-1981. He practices law in Washington, D.C. This essay was a lecture delivered 
at St. John's College, Annapolis, February 10, 1995. 
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this man had ruled [even Emerson talks as if Lincoln was a king] 
in a period of less facility of printing, he would have become 
mythological in a very few years, like Aesop or Pilpay, or one of the 
Seven Wise Masters, by his fables and proverbs."3 Not just his fables 
and his proverbs would have made him mythological. Think of 
what might be said: He was born in humble circumstances; his 
earthly father is largely forgotten; he was "a man without vices." 
According to Emerson he resisted the temptation to become an 
earthly king; he preached obedience to every detail of the law but 
himself disobeyed some of it; he strove to bring about a new 
freedom; he bore his enemies no malice; but his death was at the 
hands of an ungrateful people who, to this day, deny his greatness, 
and would regard with disgust this blasphemous portrait. Lincoln's 
law partner called him "the most acceptable sacrifice offered by the 
nineteenth century in expiation of the great crime of the seven
teenth."4 Harriet Beecher Stowe, whose novel Uncle Tom's Cabin 
stoked the fires of abolitionism, adds an Old Testament dimension: 

This great contest has visibly been held in the hands 
of Almightly God, and is a fulfilment of the solemn 
prophecies with which the Bible is sown thick as stars, 
that he would spare the soul of the needy, and judge 
the cause of the poor. It was he who chose the instru
ment for this work, and he chose him with a visible 
reference to the rights and interests of the great ma
jority of mankind, for which he stands.5 

Religion springs up where it's wanted. Joseph Smith has a 
vision in New York and preaches that Jesus was in America many 
hundreds of years ago, here where we are. And his other testament, 
the Book of Mormon, we have in our tongue. A farmer in Java 
becomes weary of trying to learn the truth through English, 
H ebrew, Arabic, and C hinese, the languages of Indonesia's state
supported religions. H e wants to pray in Javanese. God lets him 
hear His teachings in Javanese, and the man compiles them into 
books, and members of a movement called Javanese Mental 
Health gather in clubs three times a month to discuss these 
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teachings.6 Shang Lue Yang, a member of the Hmong people of 
southeast Asia, a man who cannot read or write, believing that he 
is a messenger from God, invents an alphabet for two unrelated 
languages, and becomes the leader of a people that believes he is 
a messiah. 7 (Why in all my examples does the founder struggle to 
hear truth spoken in his own language?) 

These urges to divinity can transform even the least likely 
material-the hexagrams of the I Ching for example-into a 
life-giving tradition. And the worship, or near-worship, of Lin
coln has inspired many good acts. For example: Jane Addams, one 
of the founding mothers of American social work, devoted the 
second chapter of her book, Twenty Years at Hull-House, to 
Lincoln's influence on her. He had, in her eyes, redeemed and 
purified democracy, and given her a model she could hold up to the 
often demoralized immigrants with whom she worked in Chicago in 
the late 1800s and early 1900s. 8 Just this month, in a massmarket 
magazine, Julia Caswell, a broadcaster for the Voice of America who 
was born and raised in Bulgaria under communist rule, recounts how 
a few of Lincoln's words, and her grandfather's depiction of Lincoln 
as having fought a war to free the slaves, kept alive for years in her a 
hope of being free. Those few words were: "In giving freedom to the 
slave, we assure freedom to the free." At the Lincoln Memorial, she 
sat at his feet and "wept with gratitude."9 

But not everyone has had similar reasons to join in the near 
worship of Lincoln. Let me read you a striking passage from a 
wonderful diary of the last few months of the Civil War. The diarist 
was a young woman named Emma LeConte. In early 1865, when 
she was about eighteen, she pretty much split her time between two 
necessities: survival, and preparation to become a teacher. She had 
to mend rags, gather food, and fend off predatory Yankee soldiers 
who had come to burn her hometown, Columbia, South Carolina. 
She studied conic sections, French poetry, Gibbon's history of the 
fall of Rome, and Dickens for "lighter reading." She wrote the 
following after hearing of Lincoln's assassination: 
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Hurrah! Old Abe Lincoln has been assassinated. It 
may be abstractly wrong to be so jubilant, but I just 
can't help it .... [T]his blow to our enemies comes like 
a gleam of light. We have suffered till we feel savage . 
... [O]ur hated enemy has met the just reward of his 
life .. .. "Sic semper tyrannis ." Could there have been a 
fitter death for such a man? 10 

The feelings Ms. LeConte expresses are not unique to her, or to 
her time. You may not see them in print these days, because the 
Southern states lost the war, and the sentiments are seldom strong 
enough now to overcome discretion. 

Speaking again about birthday parties, Miss Manners says that 
"it is prudent to consider whether feeling for the honored person 
runs high enough to bring out the guests in an affectionately 
celebratory mood" ( 466). In Lincoln's case the feelings do indeed 
run high enough, and they are celebratory, but, as Emma LeConte 
shows, not always affectionately so. 

The near-worship of Lincoln obscures what I will later try to 
show you Lincoln cared most about, and what might serve as a 
worthy object of admiration at a national celebration whose aim, 
surely, is to rededicate us to self-government. Lincoln focuses on a 
certain kind of equality among humans, and casting him in a 
messianic role can obscure that equality. In Richmond the day after 
it fell, some former slaves knelt before Lincoln, and he is reported 
to have said, "Don't kneel to me. You must kneel to God only and 
thank him for your freedom."ll Here, as in the Second Inaugural, 
he strongly suggests that the war and its profound results were the 
work of providence, but he does not claim here to be a special 
instrument of that providence. Like his contemporaries whom I 
quoted, he uses biblical schemata-for example, the Second Com
ing in the Gettysburg Address, and divine punishment in the 
Second Inaugural-but he does not cast himself as a prophet or a 
messiah. There is unhappy irony here, for, as I'll argue later, there 
is reason to think that Lincoln did in fact hope to be a special 
instrument, but found his hopes dashed in late 1862. For now, 
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though, I want you to remember these words: "Do not kneel to 

me." But if we do not kneel, what shall we do? 
Let me begin a work of excavation, of searching for foundations 

obscured by generations of new construction and wild green 
growth-fragrant to some, noxious to others-growth nourished 
by the hope for a divine dispensation acting through an unblem
ished human being whose words, spoken in our tongue, would 
bring into being a new body, of which we would be the parts, and 
thus the grateful beneficiaries . Many of you will prefer the new 
construction and wild growth to the dusty and sketchy founda
tions I'm about to try and unearth, but I hope some of you will 
welcome a less intoxicating and obscuring, more rooted and 
human possibility, one which may be more equitable to the 
defeated, and to the newly freed, and which leaves us work to do 
every day of our lives . 

The place to start digging is the Emancipation Proclamation, 
because I doubt that anyone would be tempted to deify Lincoln 
had he not issued the Proclamation, and had he not died at the 
hands of an assassin . I am not saying that Lincoln would have 
amounted to little but for these two acts-to the contrary. 

Only three days after Lincoln had issued what is called the 
"preliminary emancipatio~ proclamation," the preliminary char
acter of which I will discuss in a moment, his Vice-President, 
Hannibal Hamlin, wrote him to say that the Proclamation would 
"stand as the great act of the age."12 Emerson, speaking at about 
the same time, declared that Lincoln had "replaced government 
in the good graces of mankind" (Emerson, 8 86). (I think he meant 
that Lincoln had placed government back in the good graces of 
mankind.) Emerson continued in this radical vein. He said that 
this emancipation was "an event worth the dreadful war," and that 
"this act makes that the lives of our heroes have not been sacrificed 
in vain" (887) . These are huge claims, because they imply that, 
until the Emancipation Proclamation, government was in the bad 
graces of mankind, and that without the Proclamation, the war 
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would have been worthless, and the lives of the heroes would have 
been sacrificed in vain. 

The Proclamation changed how the war was viewed by many, 
and how Lincoln was viewed. Jane Addams reports: 

Thousands of children in the sixties and seventies [she 
means the eighteen sixties and seventies], in the sim
plicity which is given to the understanding of a child, 
caught a notion of imperishable heroism when they 
were told that brave men had lost their lives that the 
slaves might be free (Addams 37). 

And the grandfather of Julia Caswell, the Voice of America 
broadcaster from Bulgaria, used to tell her that Lincoln fought a 
war to free the slaves. 

The Proclamation was the main thing, but the assassination 
perfected the story. Listen to Walt Whitman: 

Fit radiation-fit close! How the imagination, how 
the student, loves these things! America, too, is to 
have them. For not in all great deaths, nor far or 
near-not Caesar in the Roman senate house; ... not 
calm old Socrates drinking the hemlock-outvies that 
terminus of the Secession War, in one man's life, here 
in our midst, in our own time-that seal of the 
emancipation of three million slaves.l3 

What was this Emancipation Proclamation that it should make 
the difference between a war worth fighting and one not, or 
between a death the equal of the death of Socrates and one which 
is mere waste of revenge? 

Consider first the timing. Emerson was writing about a prelimi
nary proclamation of emancipation, which Lincoln issued on 
September 22nd, 1862. It is called 'preliminary' because it freed 
no one; it only promised to, and then only on condition. The 
crucial sentence in the preliminary proclamation is this: 

[O]n the first day of January, in the year of our Lord 
one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three, all per
sons held as slaves within any State or designated part 
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of a State, the people whereof shall then be in rebellion 
against the United States, shall be then, thencefor
ward, and forever free.l4 

29 

It follows necessarily from the preliminary character that the 
September 22nd proclamation is partial. It is an announcement 
of intention, a warning to rebels, and thus it does not apply to 
slaveowners in loyal states or loyal parts of states. 

Emerson virtually ignores both the difference between the 
promise and the performance, and the exclusion of loyal slave
holders from the terms of the proclamation. Frederick Douglass, 
the great African-American abolitionist and contemporary of Lin
coln, did not ignore these things. He said-what is roughly true 
I think-that Lincoln "had bribed the rebels to lay down their 
arms by a promise to withhold the bolt which would smite the 
slave system with destruction."l5 As far as I know, no state, or 
part of a state, took the bribe. 

The final proclamation came out on New Year's Day, 1863. 
Like the preliminary proclamation, the final one was partial, 
freeing slaves in only eight states and parts of two others. In the 
proclamation, Lincoln claimed emancipation authority on the 
basis of the clause in the Constitution which makes him "Com
mander-in-Chief of the Army and Navy of the United States" 
(Works, VI, 29, citing the Constitution, Art. II, Sec. 2). He says 
in the proclamation that it is "a fit and necessary war measure for 
suppressing .. . actual armed rebellion against authority and govern
ment of the United States." There is really little more to the 
proclamation than this. Toward the end, he does say that he 
"sincerely believe[s]" the proclamation to be an "act of justice," 
but these words were added by Salmon P. Chase, Lincoln's Secre
tary of the Treasury, and, to soften them, Lincoln added the words 
"upon military necessity" a little later (Works, 6, 29-30; 25). 

The Czar of Russia, four years before, had emancipated the serfs 
with words of far more moral grandeur than Lincoln's . Seeing the 
Emancipation Proclamation, Karl Marx said that Lincoln "has no 
initiative, no idealistic impetus, no cothurnus [that is, no lofty, 
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tragic style], no historical trappings." His decrees, Marx said, "all 
look like ... routine summonses sent by a lawyer to the lawyer of 
the opposing party, subtle legal arguments, involved hidebound 
juridical acts."l6 We know, of course, from the Gettysburg Ad
dress and the Second Inaugural, that Lincoln had plenty of ideal
istic impetus, cothurnus and historical trappings. I would like to 
hear Karl Marx read this: 

Fondly do we hope-fervently do we pray-that this 
mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if 
God wills that it continue, until all the wealth piled 
by the bond-man's two hundred and fifty years of 
unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of 
blood drawn with the lash, shall be paid by another 
drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years 
ago, so still it must be said "the judgments of the Lord 
are true and righteous altogether" (Works, 8, 333). 

But Marx is right about the proclamation: it was virtually all 
business, and perhaps precisely because of this, it shows clearly its 
ultimate aim, more clearly than the cothurnic Second Inaugural. 
The proclamation was mainly a military move. It freed only the 
slaves of rebels, because Lincoln wanted to defeat rebels, not 
slaveowners. He was not fighting the war to free the slaves; he was 
freeing some slaves the better to fight the war, and had the rebels 
quit their rebellion before January 1, 1863, he would have freed 
no slaves. Lincoln took pains to make the point clear in a famous 
letter to Horace Greeley, a little over a month before the prelimi
nary proclamation: 

I would save the Union. I would save it the shortest 
way under the Constitution .. .. My paramount object 
in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either 
to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the Union 
without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could 
save it by freeing all the slaves, I would do it; and if I 
could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone 
I would do that also (Works, 5, 388). 
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The Gettysburg Address affirms that the war is being fought to 
preserve the Union. In the Address, Lincoln says, "We have come 
to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those 
who here gave their lives ~hat that nation might live" (my empha
sis), not that the slaves might be free, though he hoped that liberty 
for all would follow quickly in a reunited nation. Emerson 
thought the proclamation assured that the lives of the heroes had 
not been sacrified in vain, but Lincoln says in the Address that the 
heroes will not have died in vain if "we here highly resolve ... that 
government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not 
perish from the earth." 

Now there is evidence Lincoln was more than willing to let 
others think they were fighting to free the slaves. When his 
Vice-President wrote him claiming that the proclamation was the 
"great act of the age," Lincoln replied: 

It is known to some that while I hope something from 
the proclamation, my expectations are not as sanguine 
as are those of some friends ... .It is six days old, and 
while commendation in newspapers and by distin
guished individuals is all that a vain man could wish, 
the stocks have declined, and troops come forward more 
slowly than ever (Holzer 256, my emphasis). 

Apparently he knew what the Emersons of the world thought, and 
he hoped that emancipation would give them a reason to fight. 
He knew how to manipulate some of the shadows on the wall of 
Plato's cave. 

The manipulation was risky, because getting abolition sentiment 
to work for him sometimes meant inclining others to withdraw 
support. On one such occasion, though, Lincoln found a way to be 
in harmony with opposites. To a man who had written saying that 
he would not fight to free the slaves, Lincoln replied in part: 

You say you will not fight to free Negroes. Som e of 
them seem willing to fight for you; but, no matter. 
Fight you, then, exclusively to save the Union. I issued 
the proclamation on purpose to aid you in saving the 
Union. When ever you shall have conquered all resis-
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ranee to the Union, if I shall urge you to continue 
fighting, it will be an apt time, then, for you to declare 
you will not fight to free Negroes (Works, 6, 409). 

This amounts to saying that if the black man in the next regiment 
is fighting, surely you will fight too. But Lincoln here also con
firms that the Union comes first. He says he issued the proclama
tion to aid in saving the Union, and he suggests that it would be 
absurd to imagine him fighting on after resistance to the Union 
had stopped. While the rebellion is on, he doesn't care whether 
you want to fight to end slavery or fight to restore the Union, as 
long as you fight. 

Some of the beneficiaries of the "great act of the age" have 
understood well that the Union came first for Lincoln, and their 
understanding has put them in an awkward position sometimes 
in their dealings with whites. Let me give you an example. Eleven 
years to the day after Lincoln was shot by Booth, Frederick 
Douglass gave a speech at the unveiling of the Freedmen's monu
ment to Lincoln in Lincoln Park, in Washington, D.C. Douglass 
said that the event was "among the most interesting incidents of 
[his] life." In the audience were the President and the Cabinet, 
Justices of the Supreme Court, and members of the Senate and 
the House of Representatives. The monument had been unveiled 
before Douglass spoke. It consists of two figures, a fully dressed 
upright Lincoln and a nearly fully naked black man who appears 
to be rising from a kneeling position. The kneeling does not seem 
to h ave been directed toward Lincoln but to the side, but one of 
Lincoln's arms is stretched out, the hand of the outs-tretched arm 
a little over waist high, and over the rising man. One wonders 
whether the hand is drawing the man upward. About a third of 
the way into h is speech Douglass said: 

Truth ... is never more proper and beautiful in any case 
than when speaking of a great public man whose exam
ple is likely to be commended for honor and imitation 
long after his departure .... Truth compels me to admit 
... Abraham Lincoln was not ... either our man or our 
model. In his interests, in his associations, in his habits 
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of thought, and in his prejudices, he was a white man 
(Douglas, 480). 

33 

Now I happen to think that Lincoln was not prejudiced against 
blacks, but since Douglass does not try to prove that he was, I will 
refrain from trying to prove that he wasn't. But Douglass's opinion 
was based in part on Lincoln's long-standing notion that blacks 
should leave the U .S. and found colonies. I am obliged to admit 
that I could not regard as my man or my model any man who 
thought that I and my kind should leave. But during the war, he 
also argued that whites had no reason to fear the presence of free 
blacks. He just thought that race ran too deep, and that whites 
would too long stand in the way of blacks. He therefore supported 
colonization, strictly voluntary, and supported by the U.S. Treas
ury. He thought it would give blacks a chance to be their own 
masters, after the model of the British colonists in North America 
(Works, 5, 373). 

Douglass understood that Lincoln was wholly opposed to 
slavery. Douglass read his audience the same passage I read you 
from the Second Inaugural, and he took that passage as proof 
enough, as do I, ofLincoln's feelings on slavery. But Douglass did 
not take the Second Inaugural to be a statement of war aims. To 
the contrary, he stresses that Lincoln put the Union first. Douglass 
says that Lincoln "loved Caesar less than Rome." That is, "the 
Union was more to him than our freedom or our future ... "(483) . 
There is ambiguity in Douglass's comparison of Lincoln and 
Brutus, the assassinated with the assassin, but it shows how 
strongly Douglass felt about Lincoln's having put the Union 
ahead of the freedom of slaves. 

To everyone who thinks that Lincoln fought the war to free the 
slaves, Douglass may seem ungrateful. Hence the awkward and 
difficult position in which clear-eyed African-Americans may 
sometimes find themselves. But the full speech he delivered that day 
shows that he was hardly ungrateful. Even more important, he 
understood at least one of the reasons why Lincoln put union first . 
About a third of the way from the end of his speech, Douglass says, 
"Had [Lincoln] put the abolition of slavery before the salvation of 
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the Union, he would have inevitably driven from him a powerful 
class of the American people and rendered resistance to rebellion 
impossible." 

It takes a large soul-a certain two-eyed depth of moral vision 
-to see the world through an abolitionist's eye and a Lincolnian 
eye at the same time. The whole speech has this character, and 
deserves careful reading. 

Lincoln deserves some credit for emancipation, but to the 
extent that the proclamation is made larger than life, the efforts 
of many blacks are made smaller than life, and the acquisition of 
freedom is made to appear to be the act almost entirely of a 
benefactor. Frederick Douglass was no mere object, first of slavery 
and then of emancipation. Consider just the part that blacks 
played in the Union forces. There were 178,895 enlisted men and 
7,122 officers in black regiments during the war. That amounted 
to almost ten percent of the Union army. Two of Douglass's sons 
served in the famous Massachusetts 54th. Black Union soldiers 
took part in 449 engagements, thirty-nine of them major. Thirty
seven thousand, three hundred of them lost their lives. Twenty
one of them received the Congressional Medal of Honor. During 
the Civil War, 29,000 blacks served in the Navy, one fourth the 
entire Civil War enrollment in the Navy. Another 200,000 freed
men worked as laborers, teamsters, cooks, carpenters, nurses, 
scouts. Already in August of 1863, Grant wrote to Lincoln pri
vately that" [arming the Negro], with emancipation of the Negro, 
is the heavyest blow yet given the Confederacy .... " A year later, 
Lincoln wrote, "take from us, and give to the enemy, the hundred 
and thirty, forty, or fifty thousand colored persons now serving 
us, and we can not longer maintain the contest ... .It is not a 
question of sentiment or taste, but one of physical force ... " 
(W orks, VII, 500). Half a year later, the Confed erate States got 
the message and began forming black companies, under a "Negro 
Soldier Law" supported by General Robert E. Lee . It emancipated 
a black soldier only on consent of his owner and his state.1 7 
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What then was this Union, that it should come before the 
freedom of millions of people? 

In the Gettysburg Address, Lincoln says that it was "dedicated 
to the proposition that all men are created equal." A button I once 
saw a woman wearing read, "All men are created equal, poor things ." 
But that may miss the point. Elsewhere, Lincoln once called this 
proposition by a more revealing name, "axiom." He knew what the 
name means. He had, by his own and others' accounts, mastered 
the first six books of Euclid. In 1859 he claimed: 

One would start with great confidence that he could 
convince any sane child that the simpler propositions 
of Euclid are true; but, nevertheless, he would fail , 
utterly, with one who should deny the definitions and 
axioms. The principles of Jefferson are the axioms of 
free society. And yet they are denied ... with no small 
show of success (Works, 3, 375). 

In 1861, Alexander Stephens, Vice-President of the Confederate 
States, wrote: 

Our new Government is founded upon exactly the 
opposite ideas; its foundations are laid, its cornerstone 
rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal 
to the white man; that the slave's subordination to the 
superior race, is his natural and moral condition. This, 
our new Government, is the first, in the history of the 
world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, 
and moral truth.l8 

To this notion of natural inequality, Lincoln opposed the natural 
equality of the Union, which, he said, had "developed the powers, 
and improved the condition, of our whole people." He claimed that 
the Union army proved his point: there were "[m]any single" 
regiments, he said, whose members, "one and another," knew 
everything "useful or elegant," and "scarcely one, from which there 
could not be selected, a President, a cabinet, a Congress, and 
perhaps a Court, abundantly competent to administer the govern
ment itself' (Works, 4, 437).This goes to show, by the way, that in 
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Lincoln's view it is harder to stock the Court than the rest of the 
government, and easier to find people to run the government than 
to find a group with knowledge of everything useful or beautiful. 

However, besides being ground for the "development of the 
powers of the whole people," the Union was also constitutional 
government, and the particular constitution which governed it 
restrained the various parts of the government from acting in 
whatever way they thought best. Lincoln claimed: "This is a 
fundamentalidea, going down about as deep as anything" (Works, 
5, 424) . In his first Inaugural Address, Lincoln said, "A majority, 
held in restraint by constitutional checks, and limitations ... is the 
only true sovereign of a free people" (Works, 4, 268). He thought 
those checks applied to the executive, too. And so the scope of the 
Emancipation Proclamation is limited to what can be done on 
grounds of military necessity by the Commander-in-Chief. 

Lincoln's decision to take only the step that he could some
how justify by the Constitution angered some spectators. One 
of these, the British journalist Edward Dicey, grew up under a 
government in which the legislature was sovereign, uncon
strained by a written constitution. The "most flexible polity in 
the world," the British constitutional scholar A.V. Dicey called 
it. Edward Dicey recognized that the Union, unlike the British 
nation, "exists by means of, and in virtue of, a written Consti
tution." But he called this "the vital defect" of the Union. He 
was impatient with Lincoln. He thought the Union would have 
been "wiser and more just" to abolish slavery everywhere in the 
Union, on grounds, not of military necessity, but of "eternal 
justice." "Still," Dicey said, "I cannot condemn Mr. Lincoln, or 
his advisers, for their almost servile adherence to the letter of the 
law, as they construed it ."l9 

People agree on written contracts, corporations are governed by 
written charters, St. John's College by its Polity. Can the fact that 
the Constitution is written be its "vital defect"? And is it servile to 
adhere to a constitution which is designed to make us free? 
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These questions are only partly rhetorical. Dicey had in mind 
a great and worthy example of what he wished the U.S. had done, 
and one may ask whether the example does not tend to show that 
justice would have more scope in a more flexible form of govern
ment. In 1834, the British Parliament emancipated nearly a 
million people in the West Indies. No Civil War was required, 
just an Act of Parliament (well, not "just," because there was much 
agitation and violence before Parliament acted). For Frederick 
Douglass, there was nothing in the 19th century greater and 
grander than West Indies' emancipation. Why? Because it came 
"not by the sword, but by the word; ... not by divine interference, 
but by the exercise of simple, human reason and feeling" 
(Douglass, 495). Emerson thought similarly (Emerson, 831). 

But our form of government, in which the legislature is not 
supreme, did not, in Lincoln's opinion, permit such sweeping 
action. T o the end, Lincoln held that "the general government [by 
which I think he means principally the Congress] had no lawful 
power to effect emancipation in any State ... " and that he was left 
only such powers of emancipation as he could find in military 
powers given him by the Constitution (Works, 7, 49) . Unlike the 
Act of Parliament, Lincoln's proclamation does not bring about 
emancipation of all the slaves, nor is its main appeal to justice (if 
it weren't for Chase, the proclamation would not have appealed 
to justice at all). Now perhaps a sovereign parliament would not 
have been able to act any more broadly in the American circum
stances than Lincoln did, for fear of losing the support of the 
slave-holding states along the border between North and South, 
in which case Dicey asks Lincoln to do something he could not 
have done under any Anglo-American form of government. But 
assume not, for the sake of argument. 

Is an American-style constitution vitally defective, or at least 
too inflexible to give adequate room to justice? Is that an impor
tant lesson of the Civil War? I don't think so, for two reasons, 
first, that we should not expect too much of a constitution, and 
second, that we should expect a lot. Let me explain myself. 
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I start by asking whether a written constitution-or code, 
charter, polity-isn't a self-contradiction. Every rule has excep
tions . How then can one expect to be able to adhere to a set of 
rules forever?-which is what a constitution virtually demands. 

O ne answer attacks the logic of the question. The statement 
that every rule has exceptions may itself be a rule. If so, then it 
disproves itself, because, if it is true, then there is an exception to 
this rule also, just as there is to any rule. Therefore, there must be 
one or more rules to which there are no exceptions (handle 
self-referential statements with care). The task, then, of the writer 
of a constitution is to find just those rules which have no excep
tions. This is how the drafters of our constitution seemed some
times to view their task. For example, Alexander Hamilton says in 
the Federalist, no. 25 , "Wise polit icians will be cautious about 
fettering the government with restrictions that cannot be ob
served." His advice suggests that lawmakers should keep it short. 
And that's what the drafters of our Constitution did. 

However, I doubt the attack on logic counts for much. Maybe 
the statement that all rules have exceptions is not itself a rule; maybe 
it's a description. And maybe the more relevant statement is that 
most rules have exceptions. Also, I am not confident that drafters 
can find a constitution's worth of rules which have no exceptions. 

My inclination would be to grant the argument but deny that it 
is serious criticism of written rules. Of course every rule, or most 
every rule, has some exceptions. Aristotle says in the Ethics that 

law is always a general statement, yet there are cases 
which it is not possible to cover in a general statement. 
In matters therefore where, while it is necessary to 
speak in general terms, it is not possible to do so 
correctly, the law takes into consideration the m ajor-
ity of cases, although it is not unaware of the error this 
involves (11 37b). 

"Wrongdoers shall be punished." The statement is general, and 
probably a more useful one than the truth, "In many cases, wrong
doers shall be punished. " But we should be aware of the error. 
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Then it is no argument against written constitutions to say that 
rules have exceptions. It is an argument only for being aware of 
their imperfections. Don't expect too much of them. 

Some of you may be concerned that I am taking the Consti
tution too lightly, but I'm only arguing against counsels of 
perfection. The glory of the Constitution is not that it's per
fect. Our obedience to it must rest on something other than a 
belief in its perfection. 

There must be some flexibility in the Constitution somewhere. 
Either we must be prepared to set its rules aside under the press 
of public necessity, or we must find enough flexibility in the words 
themselves to permit application of existing rules to new circum
stances, and the attendant changes in the meanings of the rules. I 
favor the latter, for two reasons. First, appealing to necessity as 
grounds for setting aside the Constitution "forms a precedent," 
Hamilton says, "for other breaches where the same plea of neces
sity does not exist .... " Second, there is good reason to argue that 
there can be no authoritative interpretation of every clause of the 
Constitution. I am not a deconstructionist. In fact , I am depend
ing here on fifty-year-old arguments put forth by a man who 
influenced many conservative legal scholars-Edward Levi, par
ticipant in the first Great Books Seminars at the University of 
Chicago, later President of the University, and Attorney-General 
under Gerald Ford. His argument is, in brief, that the Constitu
tion embodies conflicting ideals, because "the effort to find com
plete agreement before the institution[s] established by the 
constitution go to work is meaningless. It is to forget the very 
purpose for which the institution [s] ... have been fashioned. "20 

Clearly, before slavery was abolished by the 13th amendment, 
the Constitution embodied the conflicting ideals of the nation 
over slavery. Abolitionists generally regarded the document as 
proslavery, and with good reason, for what is one to make of the 
clause, in Article IV, which required the return of fugitive slaves? 
But to regard this interpretation as authoritative is to throw 
outside the Constitution a debate which should take place under 
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it. In pre-Civil War times, it was to leave the slave without 
recourse to the Constitution. Frederick Douglass objected. He 
pointed out that the clause makes no mention of slaves. It speaks 
instead of people held to service, and those words, Douglass 
argued, referred only to persons who had entered into contracts 
for service, which a slave could not do! Douglass said, "how dare 
any man who pretends to be a friend to the Negro thus gratui
tously concede away what the Negro has a right to claim under 
the Constitution? Why should such friends invent new arguments 
to increase the hopelessness of his bondage?"21 There is something 
to be said for Douglass's argument, because the so-called fugitive 
slave clause is still there, and what could it mean now if not 
something like what Douglass said it means? But I don' t want to 
defend this particular interpretation. I do want to defend the 
notion that the debate should be under the Constitution, instead 
of between the Constitution and justice. 

Though I tend to prefer Levi's flexibility over the notion that 
necessity requires that we set aside the Constitution sometimes, I 
would point out that Lincoln used both approaches, sometimes 
to support the very same act. The Constitution says that the writ of 
habeas corpus shall be suspended only in times of rebellion or 
invasion, when "the public Safety may require it." (The writ is 
issued to someone who detains another person. It requires the one 
who detains to appear in court and justify his action.) The text does 
not say who may suspend the writ, but it's a fair reading that only 
Congress may, since the clause is in the Constitution's Article on 
Congress. But Lincoln used that silence to argue that the President 
could suspend the writ. And if that wasn't right, he went on, then 
sometimes one has to break one law (the one on the writ) in order 
to stop a rebellion against all the rest (the rest of the Constitution). 
By the way, any rule that tells you when to break old ones, and when 
to expand their meaning, probably has exceptions. 

Don't expect too much from the Constitution, but do expect 
a lot. Indeed, Mr. Levi's notion about how it should work requires 
that you expect a lot from it. Levi says, "The loyalty of the 
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community is directed toward the institution in which it partici
pates" (1 04) . If we do not agree to abide by the Constitution, how 
can it resolve our differences, or at least peaceably contain them? 

Lincoln thinks something more than loyalty may be required. 
In a youthful speech, one you read here, I believe, he says, "Let 
reverence for the laws ... become the political religion of the na
tion ... " (Works, 1, 112). There are bad laws, he grants. I would 
argue that there are always bad laws; someone is always being 
treated unjustly by the laws. But without obedience to law, says 
Lincoln, we invite tyranny by humans who want what the laws do 
not provide. I told you earlier that he thought that every regiment 
in the Union army contained the makings of a complete govern
ment, including even judges. But he was as much criticising the 
offices of government as he was praising the men in those regi
ments. In that same youthful speech, he had said that the "family 
of the lion, or the tribe of the eagle" would not settle for such 
modest offices as the Constitution had to offer. They would have 
distinction whether by enslaving freemen or by emancipating 
slaves (Works, I, 114). 

Perhaps it is odd to think that tyranny could come by way of 
emancipation, but then consider the history of Russia through most 
of this century, and on a smaller scale the courts of the Freedmen's 
Bureau, the federal agency established at the end of the Civil War 
to look after the welfare of the newly emancipated. One man has 
said that it quickly became a "full-fledged government of men," 
with powers of taxation and law-making, law enforcement, and 
adjudication. In the latter area, it was at its worst. The same author 
says, "The former masters of the land were peremptorily ordered 
about, seized, and imprisoned, and punished over and again, with 
scant courtesy from army officers .... " "Bureau courts tended to 
become centers simply for punishing whites. " The man speaking is 
an African-American, W.E.B. DuBois, writing in the wonderful 
second chapter of The Souls of Black Folk. He makes clear that the 
story was just as bad for blacks in the civil courts of the southern 



42 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

states, thus confirming Lincoln's view that tyranny can anse 
through emancipation or through enslavement. 

So, contrary to Mr. Dicey, it is Lincoln's view that we are not 
servile to adhere to a written constitution; rather, it can preserve 
us from tyranny. And a written constitution is not vitally defec
tive . Thus Lincoln should not be criticized for not having issued 
a more sweeping emancipation proclamation. 

To sum up what I've said thus far: There has been at certain 
times and places a near religion of Lincoln. It is rooted in the 
Emancipation Proclamation, and in his assassination. But the 
Proclamation is a highly limited document, designed ultimately 
to save a government, as Frederick Douglass saw. The proclama
tion was limited because ours is a constitutional government, one 
that works to keep us free when we try as much as possible to work 
within its flexible confines. We agree to contain our differences 
within constitutional bounds; we don't first resolve our differ
ences and then form a government. 

The story told many times about Lincoln promotes the wrong 
civil religion. The day before Lincoln was shot, Emma LaConte 
wrote in her diary that abolitionists had been in South Carolina 
making speeches and saying such things as, "As Christ died for the 
human race, so John Brown died for the Negroes." Two days later 
the process of assimilating Lincoln to the New Testament story 
began. The story has enormous force. A human of great power 
stakes all to free an oppressed people, and dies at the end. That 
anyone could die for the Union evokes disbelief. 

Some will even today consciously promote the story even 
though they must know that it is not true. Julia Caswell tells you 
that she for years kept under her pillow a postcard which had on 
it these words of Lincoln: "In giving freedom to the slave, we assure 
freedom to the free ... " and that her grandfather used to tell her 
that Lincoln fought the war to free the slaves. She thus implicitly 
invites us to believe that the words "giving freedom to the slave" 
mean fighting a war to free him. But they do not. The words come 
from the end of Lincoln's address to Congress on December 1, 
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1862, while the preliminary emancipation proclamation was out, 
and the final a month away. She does say this. What she doesn't 
say is that, in that address, Lincoln. proposes a constitutional 
amendment that would pay any state, including any rebel state, 
the going rate for all its slaves if that state emancipated those slaves 
before 1900. Slaves freed by the chances of war would remain free, 
and complete emancipation would come in 1900. The freed 
people could colonize with federal support, if they so chose. He 
thought slave-owners were owed compensation, having held their 
human property legally. He thought people who didn't own slaves 
should be willing to pay such sums, because they, too, had profited 
from slavery. He thought blacks could acknowledge some benefit 
in the amendment, because it did abolish slavery. He thought the 
amendment would be cheaper than war, and preferable to disunion, 
and he thought the nation would have no difficulty paying the 
compensation, because, working with census figures which showed 
a 35% population increase every decade since 1790, he predicted 
that the nation's population would be 250,000,000 by 1930! He 
said if the amendment were adopted in time, he would not issue the 
final Proclamation (Works, 5, 527-537). 

So the phrase "giving freedom to the slave," the phrase Caswell 
kept under her pillow, and which she allows us to think means giving 
freedom by waging war, in fact means giving freedom by constitu
tional amendment, by a peaceful process under the Constitution. 

Why does Caswell let us believe that words of peace meant 
words of war? Maybe she was simply trying to be true to the story 
of a little girl's faith that was kept alive by misunderstood words. 
M aybe she thinks she's telling a noble lie. The real meaning 
behind those words is difficult for the oppressed- be they blacks 
in 1862 or so-called citizens of Soviet-dominated states in 
1962-because it does not put their interests first. But if Douglass 
thought it important to tell the truth about Lincoln, why does 
Caswell not think so? 

The wrong story may have consequences even today. Let me 
give you an example. In the last months ofWorld War II, J. Robert 
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Oppenheimer, who had led the scientific and technological effort 
to build the first nuclear weapons, had been reading Lincoln. By 
November of 1945, after the bombs had been dropped on two 
cities in Japan and the war had come to an end, some began to 
talk about war against Russia. The philosopher Bertrand Russell, 
jailed for pacifism in World War I, of all people, said publicly in 
October that the West should be willing to force the Soviet Union 
into a world government (Poundstone 78-80), and there are some 
indications others may have believed privately that nuclear weap
ons should be used to free the "slaves" of the Soviet Union. In 
November of 1945, Oppenheimer spoke to his Los Alamos col
leagues and responded to the new climate. He had his own 
childhood memories ofLincoln, but he didn't deal with them the 
way Caswell does. He claimed: 

Always when I was young I wondered why it was that 
when Lincoln was President he did not declare that 
the war against the South, when it broke out, was a 
war that slavery should be abolished, that this was 
the central point, the rallying point, of that war. ... 
he seemed to be waging war which did n ot hit the 
thing that was most important. But Lincoln realized, 
and I have only in the last months come to appreciate 
the depth and wisdom of it, that beyond the issue of 
slavery was the issue of the community of the people 
of the country, and the issue of the Union .. .. in order 
to preserve the Union Lincoln had to subordinate the 
immediate problem of the eradication of slavery, and 
trust-and I think if he had had his way it would have 
gone so-to the conflict of these ideas in a united 
people to eradicate it.22 

Note the force of this last line. Oppenheimer is saying, in effect, 
that Lincoln would have preferred not to issue the Emancipation 
Proclamation! Not only did he limit it to conform to the Consti
tution, he would rather have not issued it at all. I agree. Lincoln's 
proposing the amendment I just described is evidence that he 
aspired not to the story that so many tell about him now, but to 
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a different story, one he told about H enry Clay, shortly after 
Clay's death in 1852. Clay was a slave-owner, but he gave Lincoln 
some important arguments against slavery. Clay was the author of 
the Compromise of 1850, which by giving something to both 
proponents and opponents of slavery (for example, admission of 
California as a free state, but tougher enforcement of the fugitive 
slave clause) helped avoid disunion. Lincoln's speech on Clay is 
important not least because it contains rough drafts of the begin
ning of the Gettysburg Address and the end of the Second Inaugu
ral. At the end of the speech, in lamenting the loss of C lay's 
leadership, Lincoln said, "let us strive to deserve, as far as mortals 
may, the continued care of Divine Providence, trusting that, in 
future national emergencies, He will not fail to provide us the 
instruments of safety and security." Here is what Lincoln strove 
over the next few years to become, not a war president, not the 
tyrant who em ancipated the slaves, not another, more successful, 
version of John Brown, but another Henry Clay, who advanced 
freedom, acknowledged the legal claims of those with whorn he 
disagreed, and who thus helped keep the community together. He 
failed. And now, North and South, we tell different stories about 
him, one calling him a tyrant, the other a savior. T his makes 
national birthdays hard to celebrate. 

Imagine that, some time during the late 19th century, you had 
been fortunate enough to find youselfin the company of Frederick 
Douglass, Booker T. Washington, and W.E.B. DuBois. Thinking 
they might know something you didn't because two of these men 
had been born slaves and the other worked hard to teach freed
men, you might have asked them, "how does one become free? By 
oneself, or through others; by learning, or by work? Or in some 
other way?" You might have gotten answers as varied as the charac
ters of these men. When he was thirteen, Douglass read a dialogue 
between master and slave in which the slave defeats every argument 
of the master and thus wins freedom. Douglass hoped the same 
might happen to him. When he was older he "revived a sense of 
[his] own manhood" when he fought off for hours a slavedriver who 
meant to whip him. Washington worked, as few have ever worked, 
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transforming the burden of the slave into the free labor of a free 
man. DuBois sat with Shakespeare: "Across the color-line I move 
arm in arm with Balzac and Dumas .... So, wed with truth, I dwell 
above the veil" (DuBois, 83-84). And much more could be said. 

But the Emancipation Proclamation would not be the first 
thing any of these men mentioned. Washington says that after the 
proclamation was read at the plantation where he was living, there 
were "wild scenes of ecstasy." But "within a few hours they ceased 
and a feeling of deep gloom seemed to pervade the slave quar
ters .... freedom was a more serious thing than they had expected 
to find it .... In a few hours the great questions with which the 
Anglo-Saxon race had been grappling for centuries had been 
thrown upon these people to be solved. T here were the questions 
of a home, a living, the rearing of children, education, citizenship, 
and the establishment and support of churches."22 O ne could be 
released from the arbitrary will of another and still not be free. 

What then is freedom? This is not the opening question in any 
Platonic dialogue which has survived to our time, or at least it is 
not obviously the opening question in one of those dialogues. But 
it might turn out that freedom was the same as human excellence, 
or the potential for it , and, like the incommensurable geometric 
objects at the center of Socrates' dialogue with Meno, to be shown 
in deed rather than recounted in words. Washington's version of 
the "great questions" sounds very middle-class, like most of us, 
certainly me, and like Lincoln's regiment with all the talent and 
knowledge necessary to run a government. This is not the tribe of 
the eagle or the family of the lion. For thousands of years there 
has been abroad in every land the notion that some people are 
distinctly superior to others, and that those others should serve 
the superior so that the superior would have freedom to achieve a 
greatness not open to the middle. Aristotle criticized severely m ost 
of the legal slavery he saw, but he also articulated a theory of 
natural slavery, for which the word "slavery" is probably inade
quate. T he slave by nature, he said, could apprehend reason but 
did not possess it. Having often been a performer of other people's 
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music, I know a little of what it's like to be a natural slave. I can 
apprehend the excellence of great music, but I myself am not 
capable of composing it. Considering the beauty of the music I 
have been privileged to perform, I'd venture that the state of 
natural slavery is not so bad. And, indeed, most of us would be 
slaves in this sense, fortunate to be able to participate in the 
beautiful accomplishments of others. 

But not everyone's interpretation of Arisotle' s theory has been 
as benign as my own. The theory of natural slavery has been a 
handy one wherever some people have sought to force others to 
labor for them. So it was when Spain explored the New World, 
and so it was in the South. (I should add though, in fairness to 
Spain, that in 1550, the King of Spain halted military operations 
in the New World and chose judges to hear debate and rule on 
whether the native inhabitants of the New World were Aristotle's 
natural slaves. The judges ruled that they were not, but the ruling 
was delayed for years and had little effect, I think, on how the 
natives were treated.)23 

It may be that the South did not fight for slavery, any more 
than Lincoln fought for emancipation. Perhaps it fought to pre
serve the sort of freedom which slavery made possible for some at 
the expense of many. To protect its way of life, some of its finest 
articulated a theory of minority rights which the descendants of 
slaves read with interest today. Freedom divided North and South, 
white and black, the South fighting for the freedom slaves made 
possible, the slaves fighting for freedom from their masters, and 
the North, or at least Lincoln, fighting to preserve a union in 
which there would sometime be neither master nor slave. In 
Einstein's special theory of relativity, the speed oflight is the same 
for all observers, even when they are in straight-line motion with 
respect to each other. Simple diagrams show th at as a result of this 
absolute speed one person can think that two events are simulta
neous, while another thinks one of the events comes before the 
other, and a third person thinks the order is reversed. The absolute 
implies the relative. Is something analogous true about the parties 
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in the Civil War? Lincoln probably would not agree. Somewhere 
he says that it's a world of compensations, and he who would not 
be a slave must not be a master. 

When Douglass was young, he had seen a master whip an old 
slave who was a husband and a father . Douglass said, "I do not 
think that the physical suffering from this infliction was severe, 
... but the spectacle of an aged man ... humbly kneeling before his 
fellow man shocked me at the time; ... few of the features of slavery 
have impressed me with a deeper sense of its injustice and barbar
ity (Douglass, 38-39). 

Now compare another meeting of black and white. Douglass says: 

I shall never forget my first interview with [Lin
coln] .... There was no vain pomp and ceremony about 
him. I was never more quickly or more completely put 
at ease in the presence of a great man, than in that of 
Abraham Lincoln ... .! at once felt myself in the pres
ence of an honest man-one whom I could love, 
honor, and trust without reserve or doubt (337). 

Perhaps in these manners, there goes out the image of the man, 
and of what he hoped for, and something worth a national 
holiday. Happy Birthday, Mr. Lincoln. 
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;1 Some Thoughts on Aristotle's Analogy 
~ Between Nature and Art 
~ 

William B. Boon 

Analogy can be illustrative, persuasive, or both. An analogy is a kind 
of comparison between two situations or things, in both of which 
various elements are seen to bear the same or similar relations. In 
non-mathematical analogies, one of the situations or things is 
regarded as familiar; the other is freshly illuminated somehow in 
the comparison. Poetic metaphor and simile are based in analogy; 
here is the richest source for illustrative analogy. An example of an 
illustrative analogy taken from a philosophical work might be the 
comparison made by Socrates in Republic II, 377C2 between the 
moulding (nA.ci-t'tElV) of a baby's body by a nurse's hands and the 
influence of poetry and myth on a child's soul. 1 

Analogies can be tools of persuasion as well. One source of 
examples of such analogies is the literature surrounding the moral 
permissibility of abortion . One author tries to show, for example, 
that even if we suppose a fetus is not a person, this does not 
establish a comprehensive right to treat it arbitrarily, because we 
cannot treat animals arbitrarily although they are not persons. 
Another source of examples might be comparisons of present 
political circumstances with those at some past time in history, 
with the end of patterning a response to the present situation 
based on the earlier epochs. An example might be a comparison 
of Iraq's invasion of Kuwait with Germany's invasion of Czecho
slovakia, or a comparison of Israel's treatment of Palestinians in 
the West Bank to Germany's treatment of the Jews. 

All analogies admit of analysis into their constituent terms, and 
arrangement of those terms in an order that reflects the supposed 
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similarity of relations that is being highlighted. This kind of 
analysis is important to the evaluation of analogies that are meant 
to be persuasive. Indeed, evaluation of purely persuasive analogies 
consists almost entirely of making the terms and their arrange
ment explicit and then trying to determine whether or not the 
differences between the cases-and there must be differences-are 
sufficient to sap the persuasive powers of the similarities. 2 Al
though analogies can be very persuasive, they can never attain to 
the level of proof: without more, no analogy can establish a conclu
sion irrefutably. (At least so we say now; Aristotle's views on the 
matter are not clear to me.3) 

If analogies are considered deficient as tools of persuasion for 
this reason, they can be possessed of ineffable powers as illumina
tors in the hands of a skilled or inspired poet. Aristotle comments 
in the Poetics on the ability to fashion good metaphors, an ability 
he says cannot be taught. Homer has this ability. Homer seems 
able to pick an image to illustrate some military action, say, of 
which the qualities that are clearly outside the scope of analogical 
comparison nevertheless serve to create a mood, or convey an 
implicit judgment on the scene, without any explicit mention 
thereof. The effect of such well-chosen images on the reader is 
limited only by the powers of own imagination. How Homer can 
conceive of images that consistently appeal is a mystery, but his 
craft is largely in the cunning with which he enlists the readers' 
own imaginative powers in his effort at poiesis. I hope this suggests 
that even the analogies I have called illustrative are possessed of a 
large part of persuasion of a very effective kind. 

There is at least one other way (which I will mention below), 
to employ analogy, but all three of these are effectively used when, 
by virtue of the known similar terms, an unknown term in one of 
the cases is revealed by comparison with a further known term in 
the other. For example, in the political situations alluded to above, 
the unknown term is expressed in the question, what do we do 
here? What is the appropriate response to Iraq's invasion, or the 
cyclical volatility in the West Bank? The analogies are constructed 
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with previous events, and to the degree that the two historical 
situations are seen to be similar in other respects, an answer to this 
question is supposed to be suggested by inspection of the outcome 
of the earlier events. Likewise, when Homer compares the advance 
of the hosts to the ocean waves, one might say he is evoking the 
military manoeuvre by explicit comparison of the regimentation of 
the troops with the regularity of the waves, by explicit comparison 
of the din of battle with the crashing of the surf, and so on. This 
certainly evokes the immediate experience of joining a battle during 
the Bronze Age for those of us alive today. But the simile may also 
tempt one to continue the comparison beyond the explicitly in
voked similarities, with the unspoken suggestion, perhaps, that the 
feeling of melancholy that sometimes comes on us as we beachcomb 
also has a place in regard to the order of battle. A beachcomber's 
initial impression of the power of the waves may be replaced shortly 
by a sensation of the meaningless expense of such power, the 
inevitability with which each wave's force is completely spent, with 
no visible effect. If Homer means to suggest that there is an 
analogous sensation with regard to the waves of battle, then this 
goes beyond the explicit task of invoking the immediate sensations 
of war; it invokes, further, a standpoint for considering the military 
action that would previously not have occurred to us, and, indeed, 
would not occur to someone actually caught up in the throng. The 
simile tacitly bids us consider the standpoint of one who "beach
combs" before wave after wave of advancing mortals; would the 
immediate and even intensely unpleasant sensations of battle-ex
hilaration, blood lust, terror, pain, anger, etc.-would these be 
replaced by a kind of transcendent melancholy, a kind of universal 
sense of the futility of the human species that replaces even intense 
grief at individual human loss? 

The point of this rendering of Homeric simile is simply to 
illustrate that analogy is used by poets and practical people alike to 
clarify or reveal a previously unknown term. This suggests a third 
use for analogy, one that is between illustration or persuasion; and 
that is as a kind of model for heuristic thinking-exploratory 
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thinking, devoted to providing a starting point for thought, with 
the purpose of gaining insight into some previously undiscovered 
or unconceived term. I think Aristotle uses an analogous compari
son between nature and art in all three of the ways mentioned thus 
far, and most fruitfully in the last. 

Before proceeding, I should clarify the use of the term "art"; I 
habitually resort to this English word to render the Greek, 1:EXV11. 
Often, in English, the word "art" is used to refer specifically to 
the fine arts or their products: "Do you like art?" The Greek 
word's reference, however, was not only or even primarily to what 
we today call the "fine arts." Habit makes me continue to use the 
word "art," but others translate the word with "craft" or "skill," 
the better to convey the sorts of activities comprehended by the 
term. The word can be used in English in a way very close to the 
Greek sense, as when we try to determine whether a given pursuit 
is better called an art or a science . Aristotle makes a similar 
distinction, although resulting division differs from our own in 
the particulars. Examples of the arts for Aristotle would range 
from housebuilding, bronzesmithing, and brick-making, through 
fine arts like sculpture, flute-playing and poetry, and on into 
activities we would associate more closely with scientific activity, 
most notably medicine. 

The English term "nature" renders the Greek word <pu' ate;. 
Although there is no such ambiguity in our word "nature" as there 
is in our word "art," Aristotle gives a rather precise preliminary 
understanding of the Greek equivalent, of which some details 
deserve note. As used so far in this essay, it refers loosely to living 
things in general, together with nonliving stuff that is in a state 
unaffected by human agency-to the totality of "animals and their 
parts, plants, and the simple bodies (for example earth, fire, air, and 
water)" (Physics 2.1 192b9 ff.); this and the tendencies and 
regularities found among such things. This broad sense of "na
ture" is not utterly foreign to the Greek word <pu' cnc;, but the 
strictest sense for Aristotle refers not to this totality nor to any 
particular thing within it. Aristotle cites the list of natural objects 
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above as being" by nature" or "natural," but he carefully states that 
neither these tangible things nor any observed tendency is "na
ture" (2.1 192b35-193a1). For Aristotle, "nature" refers, in the 
first instance, to whatever it is that brings the tendencies and 
regularities of natural individuals into those individuals. We 
might call nature some kind of force; Aristotle calls it a principle 
or a cause. His preliminary definition of nature is "a principle or 
cause of moving and rest, in those things to which it belongs 
primarily and as such and not by accident" (2.1 192b21-23). 
When Aristotle refers here to "a principle of moving," he means a 
principle of change in its broadest possible sense. Properly under
stood, this principle or cause, though not the same as any particular 
natural thing, is present in each natural thing as such. Each indi
vidual in the list above is said to have a nature, in the relevant sense. 

This is the proper sense of the word for Aristotle, but he uses 
it often in such a way that he refers to the entire realm of things 
having such natures-much as we do when we speak of nature as 
the totality described above. 

The Aristotelian corpus is peppered with analogical compari
sons beween nature and art. The bedrock of virtually all appeals 
to this analogy is provided by the four causes. These are presented 
in Physics 2. 3 as the four possible answers to the question, "why?" 
In searching for the principles of an entity-any entity-we will 
not need to search for principles or causes beyond these four: a 
so-called motive cause, or source that intiates the motion that 
results in the entity in question; a material cause-matter, or 
that-from-which the entity emerges; a formal cause-the form or 
essence, of which a definition of the entity is the representation 
in speech; and a final cause-the purpose, end, good, or that-for
the-sake-of-which the entity comes into being. Throughout his 
treatment of nature, and subsequently in his treatment of the 
ultimate principles of being in the Metaphysics Aristotle depends 
on these causes heavily. 

Now both things that come to be by art and those that come 
to be by nature admit of explanation in terms of these four causes, 
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and thence flows a great stream of illustrative uses of this analogy 
in Aristotle's writing. In both the physical works and the meta
physical investigations later, Aristotle's primary interest seems to 
be in natural creatures and their principles; nevertheless, a great 
many of his discussions are conducted in terms of examples from 
art: the bronze of the statue and its shape illustrate matter and 
form, respectively; a brazen sphere provides the illumination for 
a more hair-splitting detetmination in the Metaphysics; and then 
Aristotle discusses the being of "threshholds," meaning simply the 
construction around the doorway of a house. These are instances 
of illustrative uses of the analogy, and Aristotle uses them probably 
just because the component parts of the products of art are so 
much more obvious at every stage of the change than are those in 
nature. Prior to its genesis, the statue is preceded by a lump of 
bronze which is coincident with its matter; during the change, 
visible alterations are wrought into the bronze; and afterwards, 
there is the same bronze-same in number, anyway, as Aristotle 
would say-steadfastly allowing itself to be delimited by the 
physical shape of some hero. Although it is easy enough to grant 
analogues in nature, these analogues are not so accessible. A 
natural creature is rarely preceded by a lump that is to be shaped 
or altered into it. Indeed in nature, the kinds of things Aristotle 
calls matter-flesh and bones, e. g.-never present themselves except 
as already worked up into the creature whose matter they are. 

Nevertheless, if we grant that the four causes exhaust the 
principles and causes of things, then the illustrative use of the 
analogy is perfectly serviceable. As an illustration, its virtues are 
exhausted by convenience and efficiency; unlike Homeric simile, 
there is no detectable poiesis going on here, no attempt to intrigue 
the imagination with subtle unspoken associations. 

Aristotle also appears to use an appeal to the principles of art 
by way of persuasion. One example of this use may be found at 
Physics 2. 1, where Aristotle appeals to the principles of art to 
persuade us that a creature's nature is more properly identified 
with its form than with its matter. Another place is Physics 2. 8, 
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where Aris totle tries to establish that final causes, ends, or pur
poses are present in the workings of nature. 

For Aristotle, natural change was, from one point of view, explain
able as the brainless concatenation of various materials; this concate
nation is often for some purpose-a real purpose, proper to nature 
itself. Thus, for Aristotle, a cow has horns because it has no front 
upper teeth-the hard material has to go somewhere. Still, the horns 
serve a purpose for the cow-self defense; and for Aristotle, this talk 
of purposes is not a figure of speech, but absolutely required to 
understand why the horns are there. 

Doubtless, we associate the analogy between nature and art 
with Aristotle's doctrine that nature is full of purposes, the doc
trine that nature is teleological. The analogy is a precursor of the 
argument from design for the existence of God, an example of one 
of its historical associations. Contemporary thinkers reject this 
doctrine and teleology in general as an embarrassment in Aristotle. 
I do not yet understand what Aristotle meant by his teleology, but 
contemporary thinkers are probably right to reject some aspects 
of it, at least. At any rate, while I am not going to focus at length 
on this particular passage at Physics 2. 8, I think that Aristotle 
subjects the analogy to a lot of stress here. The illustrative uses of 
the analogy are perfectly serviceable, once it is granted that the 
four causes are the only principles we seek and that they are 
present alike in nature and in art. At Physics 2. 8, however, 
Aristotle uses the analogy to establish precisely that one of the 
causes is to be found in nature-that-for-the-sake-of-which, the 
final cause. Hence, at the least we can say that he must be basing 
the analogy on something other than the four causes; the initial 
similarity on which the analogy is founded cannot be, after all, 
precisely what he is trying to establish. 

His basis for this particular appeal to the analogy seems to be 
the way the steps in artifical production and those in natural 
generation are ordered in time. The steps of production or gen
eration are ordered, and each prior step is for the sake of that 
which follows it. Another important part of Aristotle's thinking 
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here, a part that facilitates the analogy, is his view that art and 
nature are not mutually exclusive, but that there is, instead, some 
overlap. Our own starting point here must feel the influence of 
Bacon, who licensed us to have a clear conscience about ransack
ing nature for our own well being. After this influence, the term 
"art" may convey implicitly, "unnatural." This was not as true for 
Aristotle, however. The art of medicine is an example of an art 
whose product, health, cannot easily be conceived as the kind of 
Baconian diversion of natural processes for distinctly human ends. 
In this way health differs from, say, a pizza cutter, or some other 
device whose production presupposes man's license to enslave 
nature utterly. Health is, rather, itself readily conceived as a 
natural state, while at the same time being the end of the art of 
medicine for Aristotle. 

Nevertheless, I can't dispel the feeling that Aristotle is running 
a risk of circularity by turning the analogy to one of the four causes 
itself. For us contemporary readers, subject as we are to intense 
skepticism regarding genuine purposes in nature, this, at least, 
opens the floodgates for a thoroughgoing evaluation of the anal
ogy, during which we examine not only the similarities within the 
analogy but also the differences. Aristotle entertains some differ
ences between nature and art, but not satisfyingly. In a passage 
that reads as particularly feverish, Aristotle says that if houses were 
the kinds of things that came to be by nature, they would come 
to be exactly as they do now by art (199all ff.) . This unreal 
conditional is meant to press the point about the order in the steps 
of production. What is vexing is the impression Aristotle leaves 
that it is a simple coincidence that houses don't come to be by 
nature. Again, later: if the art of shipbuilding were in the tree, it 
would produce in the same way by nature (199b29 ff.) . Again, a 
simple coincidence that triremes don't grow on trees. But it surely 
is not a simple coincidence that neither houses nor triremes come 
to be by nature. Tell us why they don't, Aristotle; until you do, 
we will be beset by the suspicion that the presence of an artisan 
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that is capable of reasoning from purposes is precisely the differ
ence between nature and art. 

Aristotle doesn't here tell us why houses and triremes don't 
come to be by nature, but he at least explicitly denies that the 
significant difference is the presence of a deliberative agent in art. 
This denial, however, is the most astounding of all. It is groundless 
to think no purpose is present in nature, he says, simply for the 
reason that we don't see the mover deliberating. Mind you, even 
art does not deliberate. 

In what at first seems a misunderstanding or a cheap dodge 
based on some minute technicality, Aristotle denies that the 
presence of a deliberative agent in art is significant by denying that 
deliberation is part of art. What can he mean, here? What is the 
conception of art at work here? This is a question that requires 
renewed concentration to answer. 

The analogy between nature and art is not original with Aris
totle. He inherits it in some form from Plato. A striking example 
is the demiurge in the Timaeus; this figure is depicted as producing 
the world as an artisan would, by attending to a splendid pattern 
and producing the world as a sensible image of this pattern. 
Aristotle discusses this model of the origin of the universe explic
itly in De Caelo, brutishly forcing a literal interpretation onto its 
author, despite his subsequent admission that Platonists deny that 
it was meant literally. Oh well; so much the worse for Aristotle. 
We have every reason to expect that the analogy in the Timaeus is 
an illustrative analogy of the most intriguing kind. Whatever the 
case, the presence here and elsewhere in Plato of some appeal to 
art as a model for generation begets in me the supposition that 
sometime Aristotle himself, as a critical student of Plato's, sub
jected the analogy to a kind of comprehensive evaluation in the 
process of adapting it to his own outlook. It must have been on 
Aristotle's mind at some time to reexamine the terms in both 
artificial and natural coming to be without any presuppositions 
or ulterior motive, but in a spirit of inquiry, with an eagle eye 
peeled for any hint of insight. The first step toward apprehending 
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the value of Aristotle's analogy between nature and art is to adopt 
such an attitude ourselves with reference to art, with the allowance 
that Aristotle's flat, elliptical prose could disclose a conception of 
artificial production that elicits wonder. 

Art, for Aristotle, is an intellectual virtue. At Nicomachean 
Ethics 6. 4 he calls it a productive disposition, or a disposition for 
making, accompanied by a true account. It is the making that 
binds all the examples of arts listed earlier: medicine, bronzesmith
ing, and flute playing all have in common that they work a change 
in particular things and this is their purpose. Art differs from what 
Aristotle calls science-E1t t<J'tyt'f!yt-at least in that the objects of 
the latter do not change and are necessary, whereas art deals with 
bringing something into being that is contingent. It differs from 
practical wisdom in that, although both art and practical wisdom 
are concerned with contingent things, the ends of artificial pro
ductions are external to the actions themselves, while actions 
guided by practical wisdom are themselves ends . It differs from 
nature in that the source of motion in art is external to the 
product, while it is internal to that which nature begets. 

As the definition suggests, the artisan is one who can give an 
account of his procedures. Elsewhere, Aristotle tells us that the 
artisan knows the "why" of his procedures-he understands. 
Indeed, the artisan has the form in his soul-he has, in his soul, 
the essence of the intended product. Art is, after all, an intellectual 
virtue-it is one way that man's distinctive discursive ability 
reaches an exalted fulfillment . Hence, on first inspection, we may 
get the idea that the artisan approaches the task of production as 
a kind of mental exercise . This is to some degree reinforced by 
Aristotle's schematic representation of a doctor's procedures at 
Metaphysics Z 7: 

And a healthy thing comes to be when the doctor has 
thought thus: since health is such-and-such, if a 
healthy thing is to come to be it is necessary that 
this-and-such obtain-for example, uniformity; and 
if this, heat. And he thinks in this way always, until 
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he arrives at that which he himself is at last able to 
bring about. Then the motion that starts here is 
called making, that which results in being healthy. 
(1 032b6-l 0) 

61 

On first reading, these words have the doctor first apprehending 
some very general definition of health, and then deducing through 
a partly logical process what is required by this definition. The 
requirements for health become more and more specific, until at 
last the doctor arrives at a concrete requirement that he can supply 
with the appropriate ministration. He does so; at that point, all the 
steps he went through in his mind are played out in reverse in reality: 
he massages the patient, which in turn causes heat, which in turn 
causes uniformity, which finally results in health. 

This description is interesting and useful, but unfortunately 
subject to misunderstanding. For a quick comparison with Ni
comachean Ethics 6 shows that the process thus understood has a lot 
in common with practical deliberation. In deliberation, the agent also 
starts from the end and proceeds to reason backwards until he arrives 
at a step within his immediate capabilities. This process resembles 
that of the doctor above. Yet we have seen that Aristotle denies 
deliberation takes place in art. Further consideration of Aristotle's 
views on art will also confirm that the above account is not to be 
confused with a strictly deliberative process. What is going on, 
though, if the doctor's procedures aren't deliberative? 

First of all, we must understand that although art is called a 
disposition for making, it is not the only disposition for making 
that can be found. It is a special productive disposition, one 
accompanied by a true account. At Nicomachean Ethics 6.4 Aris
totle tells us that the opposite of art is a productive disposition 
accompanied by a false account. This, at least, tells us that success 
in production does not depend on the presence of a t rue account. 
This in turn leads to questions such as, what does production 
depend on? Of what significance is it that art is accompanied by 
a true account? 
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Aristotle knew that action is determined by desire; he also knew 
that, although right desire is the best, man as a species is capable 
of a bewildering multitude of desires, of an infinite range of 
intensity, with a host of harmful and misguided objects. In pro
portion to the range and intensity of these desires, humans are also 
trying almost constantly to procure their desires. This will in turn 
mean that they are quite often trying to produce something-they 
are trying to bring about some change in their immediate sur
roundings that will result in the satisfaction of a craving, the 
slaking of a thirst, or the provision of a want. Quite often and 
maybe most of the time, the satisfaction of desire does not wait 
on understanding; a hungry man may impulsively grab a nearby 
stone as a weapon to stun his intended meal. 

Man's nature is such that he can remember. He is not the only 
such animal, perhaps, but he can do it better than any other. What 
he is remembering are scarcely what we would call propositions, 
but sensible images, and images reflected from both the outside 
world and his internal reactions to it. After he accumulates a large 
quantity of these images of the same situation, he can conceive a 
disposition that does distinguish him from other animals: he gains 
something Aristotle calls E~7tctpt'a., or experience. Hence in some 
cases, a certain individual will, in the preoccupation with some 
desire, procure it successfully several times running. Then, his 
nature is such that he begins to benefit from his past accumulated 
successes . Our hunter begins to appreciate the importance of 
stalking silently, for example. As he becomes genuinely experi
enced, the hunter assumes various habits that assure he will stalk 
his prey silently. His tread gains a stealth, his eye an instinct for 
spotting potential noise-makers underfoot as he moves in on his 
prey, and it becomes second nature for his eye and foot to respond 
in concert, the better to assure his silent approach. As well, he will 
become an expert on precisely when the stalking must end and the 
death-dealing lunge has to happen. He will be able to summon a 
level of physical stimulation necessary to the violent and rapid 
killing, and his stroke will be made sure. 
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The individual hunter thus described has gone from one des
perately striking out to satisfy a craving, to one with memories of 
successful outings, to one whose physical, emotional, and mental 
responses achieve a very fine and smoothly-functioning coordina
tion, one that contributes to his success as a hunter. Our experi
enced hunter does things by second nature that other humans may 
not be able to do at all. Stalking an unwary animal, he automat
ically adjusts his posture, his tread, and his senses for maximal 
effectiveness. He does them, further, in such a way that a simple 
exchange of words may not be sufficient to teach them to another. 
We can imagine the hunter trying to teach a younger relative; "be 
quiet," he tells his young charge as they stalk; the younger one 
nods and tries to obey, but promptly snaps a twig, causing the 
grazing animal to bolt. Experience puts our hunter on another 
plane in relation to those less experienced in his craft; he has 
advantages built into his very nature, a kind of cunning in his 
bones with regard to his object. 

Experience, then, yields a real disposition for making in its 
subject. The example above can be generalized to other pursuits, 
although of course the range of abilities and their interrelations 
would be quite different depending on what the purpose may be. 
I think from my example you can see that such a disposition is not 
primarily discursive-our hunter doesn't proceed by first carefully 
thinking through what he is going to do; if anything, experience 
seems to make him able to hunt without thinking in this 
way-hunting becomes, as stated, second nature. This is signifi
cant, because art comes to be from experience, for Aristotle. As 
Aristotle puts it, art comes to be whenever, from many notions 
acquired from experience, one universal apprehension of like
nesses comes to be. The key word here seems to be "universal"; 
art comes to be when someone has the inspiration ro go from 
attention to particular cases to apprehension of a universal pat
tern. Another way Aristotle expresses the relation between expe
rience and art is that the experienced one knows that something 
occurs; the artisan knows why. 
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What constitutes art, as an excellence of the soul, seems to be 
a superaddition of understanding onto the skills, techniques, and 
habits of experience. What, then, is the practical advance of this 
advance in knowledge? The apprehension of the universal, the 
ability to say why something happens-what does this add to the 
ability to produce successfully? In what respect is art superior to 
simple experience, for this superaddition of knowledge? The an
swer is, in many cases, art is not superior to simple experience at 
all with regard to tangible results. Aristotle tells us that regarding 
the doing, experience seems to differ in no way from art, but, 
indeed, we see those who are experienced succeed (in production) 
more than those without experience but who know the universal. 
Aristotle continues: Experience is a knowing of the particulars, 
while art of the universal; but actions and comings-to-be all 
concern the particulars. So if a doctor, say, has the account 
without experience, and knows the universal but is ignorant of the 
particular in this case, often he will fail to heal. For it is the 
particular that is healable. 

Of course, the artisan is not just the one who knows the 
universal in the absence of experience; as Aristotle says, art comes 
to be ftom experience. The significance of this geneaology cannot 
be overemphasized, however. The artisan properly conceived is 
the one with both the cunning and habits of experience and the 
understanding of what it is he is doing. Art, as an intellectual 
virtue or excellence, must comprehend all the habits, skills, rou
tines, and tricks that accrue to us from experience, as well as a 
knowledge-and a comprehensive knowledge-of why all these 
procedures work. 

Returning to the description we reviewed earlier of the doctor 
healing, we should perhaps offer some exegetical emendations. Is 
Aristotle describing a deliberative process? No. The impression 
Aristotle leaves us with that the doctor sits there going over in his 
mind the definition of health, making explicit logical deductions 
from that, all in a very general way-this does not happen as the 
doctor is actually healing. All this step-by-step activity may take 
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place sometime, but very early in the career of the doctor, during 
his training. At the time he actually heals, no doubt most of his 
attention is directed to the condition of the patient. He doesn't 
think the definition of health, in the sense of reviewing signs in 
his mind's eye that signify the parts of a definition. Nor does the 
doctor explicitly perform deductions that form a kind of logical 
chain from the abstract essence down to the suffering particular. 
Such mental activity, akin to a kind of rote memorization, would 
no doubt be a distraction. Nevertheless, it is probably true to say 
he is knowing the definition-as he practices his art, his attention 
pretty much absorbed by the physical signs of the patient, he is 
actually knowing the essence of health. 

We are now in a position to observe why the artisan thus 
conceived may be of interest to Aristotle. For the artisan is one in 
whom is present both the account of the product, in the form of a 
universal, and all the habits, dispositions, cunning, and so on 
required to bring an instance of the product into being. As Aristotle 
told us when he compared the productive powers of art and expe
rience, it is the particular man who is healed-production in general 
is of a particular thing. A practitioner who is experienced has various 
powers in his soul, pieced together, as it were, to accomodate the 
particular with unnatural facility and fortuity. Yet the soul of the 
artisan also comprehends, as a capstone to his abilities, an under
standing, its object a universal, that gives him the power to render 
a true account regarding his procedures. 

In light of some of the philosophical preoccupations of Aris
totle, an example of a being, like the artisan, in which are present 
both a generalized knowledge and everything required to produce 
a particular instance might appear intriguing to him indeed. For 
despite his public squabbles with Plato, he shared with his teacher 
a view that being is knowable and hence necessary and unchang
ing, while the perceptible world is full of change among particulars 
that can be otherwise. How, then, can we know things in the 
perceptible world? Aristotle posited essences; an essence is pre
cisely what a thing is-what it means for a certain thing to 
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be-and as such is an object of knowledge. When you know what 
a thing is, you know the essence. Essences thus conceived are also 
candidates for being the preeminent cause of the thing's being. 
But these two roles are difficult to reconcile; how can an entity 
like an essence be at once knowable and hence conceptual and 
general, and at the same time the preeminent cause of the being 
of a particular? Well, this is an interesting problem; but an artisan 
seems to have a well-integrated power that comprehends both 
knowledge and particularity without short-circuiting anything. 

There are two slogans of Aristotle's method of inquiry relevant 
here. First, that there is a difference between what is knowable for 
us and what is really knowable absolutely. As an example, Aristotle 
might cite the proposition that the angles of a triangle add up to 

180 degrees. To a neophyte, this is not immediately clear; it is, on 
the other hand, t rivially true to a practiced geometrician. As 
Aristotle says, the geometrician would be surprised if it weren't 

true . The geometrician is an example of one in a position to 
apprehend a small bit of what is knowable absolutely. Second, the 
related assertion that the order of steps in achieving something 
does not necessarily reflect the order of the importance of the princi
ples of that thing. For example, in the development of a creature from 
an embryo to an adult, the guiding principle is the form of the mature 
adult-Aristotle's teleology posits this as the goal of the earlier stages, 
and hence as the cause and principle thereof. 

In this context, the second slogan applies to art. Probably, there 
was a sense for Aristotle in which experience leads to art-even 
prior to the attainment of art in its full flower as an excellence of 
the soul, experience is effective precisely because it is a consider
able advance toward art . As Aristotle suggests in his analogies in 
Physics 2. 8, the steps of artificial production, just like the steps in 
natural generation, admit of understanding; it is largely, if not 
entirely, a rational process. A practitioner who is only experienced 
has a disposition that allows him to supply the steps that reason 
would require, without, however, apprehending the fact that his 
procedures are, indeed, called for by thinking, as well as by his 
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private desires. The artisan, on the other hand, can apprehend and 
express the reasoning that guides production, as well as supplying 
the facility that this reasoning demands. 

The first slogan applies to the familiar but difficult act of 
knowing. Unlike contemporary philosophers, Aristotle assumed 
that knowing was not completely foreign to our mental lives, 
although it is difficult to explain. Thinking is likewise difficult; 
we laboriously form propositions and with effort sometimes can 
perceive entailments, and after considerable time occasionally we 
can construct a sustained piece of reasoning that demonstrates a 
conclusion of some importance. In the Ethics, Aristotle calls this 
activity of the mind the most enjoyable, and the most divine, 
although what the gods do with ease we do with difficulty. These 
remarks about divine thinking suggest that the acts of thinking 
and knowing are themselves matters understood by us in a rough, 
naive way, but concerning which the unqualified truth is largely 
hidden from us. 

The artisan is of interest to Aristotle as an example from 
ordinary life of what a god's knowledge might be like. Leave aside 
all the labor expended to become an artisan; once the art is in the 
practitioner's soul, this person is then at once the embodiment of 
a definition of the product together with everything reasoning 
would require to bring this product to being. The artisan is one 
in whom knowledge of the product is immediately linked to the 
very particularized skills, knacks, and habits necessary for produc
tion. Now, in fact, such a skilled practitioner comes about only 
after much study, practice, failed trials, and other untold miseries. 
But the final achievement of art represents, for Aristotle, an 
insight into what knowledge of essences must be like. 

Aristotle says repeatedly that a definition is a formula for the 
essence. This has the effect of making an essence seem like a rather 
static propositional entity. I submit, however, that this language 
represents some kind of concession to the serviceable but cumber
some mental equipment with which humans struggle. When 
Aristotle says that an essence is knowable, he is talking about 
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something knowable by a god. The difficulty of deriving propo
sitions, constructing arguments, establishing conclusions, and so 
on-these are not features of thinking itself, but of our noble but 
feeble efforts at it. For a god to apprehend an essence would be 
for a preeminent, knowing being to apprehend something preemi
nently knowable. Sparks fly. For such an intellect, there is no span 
of time between apprehending an essence and apprehending en
tailments, requirements, and whatever may be derived through 
thought from that essence. For such an intellect, the essence 
overflows with knowledge, as it were. 

An artisan is a walking example of this abundance. For in him 
is both an account-knowledge of the product-as well as a 
mastery of technique required for the making. The concrete steps 
required in production are derived through some sort of rational 
process from a general understanding of what the product is. But 
the artisan does not discover these anew each time production 
takes place; he does not deliberate over the product on each such 
occasion. Rather, he simply knows what is required effort
lessly-or anyway, as effortlessly as a human can. This ability of 
the artisan, gained through sweat and difficult trial, of passing 
frictionlessly from concept to making constitutes the central in
sight to be gained from art. An essence would be like the artisan. 
The artisan, taken entire, is an image for essences. An essence 
would not be a disembodied, abstract proposition, but it would 
necessarily come along with everything that can be known from 
it as well. 

So much for the insight provided by art. What, finally, is the 
insight gained into nature? Nature, like art, brings a particular 
thing into being, a thing that could have been otherwise; its being 
is contingent. Further, as Aristotle noted in Physics 2. 8, the steps 
in generation are, like those in artificial production, orderly and 
related to each other by a certain kind of reasoning. We have seen 
a new term in the analogy. This is the frictionless provision of 
what is required for production from a knowledge of the concept 
of the product. This has, at least, a partial analogue in nature. For 
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at each step in the generation of an individual by nature, that 
which precedes is like an artisan for the phase to follow, in the 
sense that everything has been provided that is required for the 
change. The recently fertilized menses are precisely what is re
quired to bring about the formation of the embryo; the embryo 
similarly supplies exactly what is needed for the fetus, and so on. 
Indeed, in this aspect, that of having provided for the steps of 
production, nature far outstrips the artisan. In art, the artisan 
must minister to the change for the entire duration of production, 
even if he does so masterfully. In nature, the father makes one 
simple, brainless contribution; then, so organized is the ensuing 
process, that the resulting material compound undergoes the 
required changes with no outside guidance at all. 

By contrast with art, however, the steps in natural generation 
proceed in utter silence; there is no awareness in nature that 
apprehends an account for why the steps in generation are re
quired. In nature, there is no immediate awareness of why the steps 
of generation occur; indeed, there are only dim sparks of awareness 
that they occur. But, as Aristotle hints when he brusquely denies 
that deliberation is present even in art, he probably considers this 
the surest sign that nature is the primary locus for essences, 
conceived as ultimate principles and causes. 

From our twentieth century point of view, we regard the 
various stuff and material associated with haploid gametes as 
sufficient, given suitable nutrition, to guide the steps in the 
generation of a natural creature. This guidance is provided by the 
genes contributed by the gametes. Aristotle did not, of course, 
have the faintest l.dea of genes, but he shares with us the view that 
the stuff and material of the reproductive process must be utterly 
sufficient to initiate and see through every step in the generative 
process. This is part of what he means when he says that, unlike 
art, the principle of motion is internal to natural creatures. One 
thing this does not mean is that, during the various changes that 
generate the embryo-Aristotle likens them to the curdling of 
sheep's milk with fig juice-there is some immaterial thought or 
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form-like thing literally building the embryo, exerting some oth
erworldly influence on the stuff. Rather, for every single step 
toward natural generation, for every tiny alteration during this 
process, the impetus-Aristotle would call it the source of the 
motion, or motive cause-is completely provided by the preced
ding condition and state of the stuff and material. 

This, of course, means that the stuff and material of reproduc
tion are themselves extremely complicated, specialized, highly 
differentiated stuff. For us this high degree of differentiation is 
the disposition of the genetic material; as stated, Aristotle did not 
conceive of exactly this, but he labored, under his own conception 
of chemistry and the interactions of stuff, to articulate a degree of 
complexity in reproductive materials with an eye to explaining this 
same remarkable self-sufficiency. 

This astounding complexity of the reproductive materials is itself 
viewed quite differently by Aristotle, however. It is viewed as an 
incredible exaggeration of the ease and facility with which an artisan 
produces. The artisan was one with the account in his voice box and 
the technique in his fingertips; nature, by analogical comparison, 
has the fingertip technique down astoundingly well. As mentioned, 
nature is at each step the consummate artisan- it is Johnny-on-the
spot with all conceivable dispositions, techniques, tricks, and cun
ning to make successful generation almost assured. 

No,w in the case of the artisan, all these details of expertise 
were the surest sign of an essence: an essence, as known by a 
god-like intellect, would reveal such details, details conceived as 
derived through some kind of rational process, like sparks from 
a grinding wheel. 

There are two lessons here. First, a general prediction: if there 
are such things as essences, they will necessarily come to us with 
everything that they imply-in particular, with everything re
quired for being. Essences come in a rather complicated package, 
dragging along all these entailments and so forth. Hence it is quite 
possible that when feeble intellects like our own initially appre
hend an essence, the essence will be hidden by this cloud of 
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implications, hidden by an encrustation of things that are made 
necessary by it. 

Second lesson. The complicated disposition of the reproductive 
material is just this kind of thing. It is the last step of a very long 
chain of reasoning that starts with a formulation: let there be some 
natural creature-a pronghorn antelope, e. g. This chain of rea
soning would be similar in form to the reasoning Aristotle portrays 
of the physician: a pronghorn is such-and-such; this requires 
so-and-so, like a four-chambered heart; this requires . .. and so on . 

But wait-this chain of reasoning is never made in nature. It is 
utterly unexpressed. Anyway, before Aristotle it was unexpressed; 
and, smart as he was, nature got along fine without him. Yet this 
ability to give an account was the crowning achievement of the 
artisan. This was, as well, part of the insight that the artisan is an 
image for essences. The discursive ability of the artisan is what 
suggests that there is a kind of knowing going on. There is no such 
discursive ability in nature. It is as such utterly mute. 

Here it should be observed that an artisan may know the essence 
of his product, but he does not, for all that, know that he knows 
the essence. Although there are certainly exceptions, I venture to 
say that artisans as a group do not tend to reflect on their abilities 
much at all, let alone to the degree that Aristotle does. Hence there 
is a sense in which something is silent in art as well. 

Nature does not have an account to accompany itself; but it 
has something art does not. This is a fully-developed adult, same 
in kind as the future offspring, and of whom the reproductive 
material is personal property. The artisan can utter an account; 
the adult himself cannot explain the steps of reproduction or the 
essence that requires them, but does constitute a kind of display, 
and a very complete display, of what it means to be such an animal. 
It is, then, no doubt this adult individual that, apprehended 
imperfectly and feebly by us, admits of being known as by a god. 
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Notes 

1. Note that this analogy achieves its illustrative purpose whether or not the 
familiar part of the comparison is true. Indeed, if the implication of the 
passage is that a nurse's touching and massaging of a baby significantly 
influences the child's physical development, (strongly suggested by 
nA.a't't£1 v) it is false in this case. This does not render the analogy ineffective 
as an illustration, however. 

2. Note that analogies of the persuasive sort would seem to lose persuasive 
power if the familiar side of the analogy were called into question or shown 
to be false. Although it is not my intention to divide the concept of analogy 
into logical kinds, this is a significant feature on the basis of which we could 
likely generate mutually distinct classes; those analogies in which the familiar 
part must be true, and those in which it needn't for the analogy to succeed. 
The supposition is plausible, as well, that most of the former would be 
intended as persuasive; most of the latter, as illustrative. 

3. Joseph Owens, in "The Aristotelian Argument for the Material Principle 
of Bodies," argues that Aristotle establishes the metaphysical necessity for 
completely uninformed matter in Physics 1. 7 by analogy. He argues, further, 
that any other method Aristotle uses to treat of matter presupposes the 
analogical approach. On this view, Aristotle regards analogy as a technique 
of demonstrative argument. 



~ The Exemplary Career 
~ Of Newton's Mathematics 

R. F. Hassing 

Newton's remarkable preface to the first edition of the Principia 
presents the fundamental outlook of the new mathematical sci
ence of nature: substantial forms have been rejected; natural 
phenomena will henceforth be studied as manifestations of sub
sensible particles interacting according to forces that can be ex
perimentally revealed and mathematically expressed, just as the 
gravitational force, which facilitated calculation of the trajectories 
of celestial bodies and projectiles. 1 The concepts of particle, force, 
and calculable trajectory define the edifice of classical physics. 
This intellectual achievement dominated our view of nature for 
over two centuries until the quantum revolution revealed that 
classical physics cannot account for the existence of natural struc
ture. 2 All of this is familiar to students of science today. 

But the familiar, taken-for-granted character of what we call 
Newtonian physics does not comport with what we find if we open 
Newton's great book, the Principia, and try to read it. For we do 
not find the algebra, calculus, and differential equations in terms 
of which classical mechanics has long been taught. For example, 
instead of the standard form of Newton's second law in differen
tial vector calculus, F = md2rfdt2, we find FocQR/SP2xQT2, 
accompanied by a figure in the style of Apollonius' s Conics.3 And 
from our present perspective, the logical order of Newton's ac
count of "The Motion of Bodies" in Book I of the Principia, is 
elusive. The intention of Franc;ois De Gandt's book is to help us 
overcome these difficulties so that we can navigate within the 
unfamiliar world ofNewton's Principia. Specifically, D e Gandt's 

F ranc;:ois De Gandt, Force and Geometry in Newton's Principia, trans. Curtis Wilson. 
Princeton University Press, 1995. 
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aim is "to achieve a better understanding of Book I of the Principia 
through a very exact and detailed exegesis of its procedures of 
reasoning" (61). This statement of purpose is overly modest by its 
concealment of what is involved. Newton says, concerning forces 
directed to a central point, that "I here [in the Principia] design 
only to give a mathematical notion of those forces, without 
considering their physical causes and seats. "4 This sentence iden
tifies the three themes of De Gandt's book: 1) central force; 2) 
Newton's mathematical treatment of central force; 3) the type of 
physical-causal neutrality characteristic of Newton's mathemati
cal physics. Let me begin with the latter, which receives the least 
coverage but is perhaps the most philosophically engaging of De 
Gandt' s themes. 

The Causal Neutrality of Newton's Physics 

In his preface, De Gandt writes: 

Newton claimed to treat forces in a purely mathemati
cal mode; by deferral, which in a sense turned out to 
be final, he left in suspense the properly philosophical 
or physical questions concerning the causes of gravi
tation and the ontological reality of force. This neu
trality (or 'secularism') of'centripetal' force in face of 
the controversies on the cause of gravitation is the 
essential characteristic of the new science. (x-xi) 

The term "secularism" here is, needless to say, extremely sug
gestive for our study of the whole of early modern philosophy in 
relation to the preceding tradition. On the level of physics, it 
prompts the question, did Newton then have his own private, 
extra-mathematical principles of natural philosophy? And, if a 
crucial part of his physics (the force concept) is neutral to, thus 
compatible with, certain causal accounts, then precisely how is the 
whole of the Newtonian system not neutral to, but incompatible 
with, the formal causes of Scholastic natural philosophy, as the 
preface proclaims? These questions concern philosophy of nature, 
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and thus they fall outside of the more technical focus indicated by 
the title of De Gandt's book.5 A brief concluding section, how
ever, returns to the theme of Newtonian secularism. 

De Gandt there writes that, 

In the Principia, Newton remained very discreet; all 
his conjectures were entrusted solely to manuscripts, 
except for the few that appeared in the Queries of the 
Opticks. The theory of the Principia is neutral to an 
astonishing and exceptional degree .... was it not the 
first time that an author writing of natural philoso
phy concluded a work of this size and significance by 
confessing that he was unable to find 'the causes' [of 
universal gravitation]? (270-271) 

De Gandt provides an example of the causal neutrality of 
Newton's force concept in the Principia, and then turns to Query 
28 of the Opticks, a locus classicus for Newton's conjectures. The 
example is the following: in the Scholium to Prop. 69, Newton 
lists the ways in which bodies could attract each other according 
to the law of gravitational force: by "the action of bodies, either 
in seeking to approach each other or in agitating each other by 
emitted spirits; or ... [by] the action of...any medium whatever, 
whether corporeal or incorporeal." In the Principia, Newton does 
not decide among these alternatives; he does not need to in order 
to carry out his mathematical treatment of forces and motions. In 
Query 28 of the Opticks, Newton rules out a "dense Fluid" 
medium on grounds that it would retard the motions of planets 
and comets, an effect that we do not observe. De Gandt then 
quotes from the last paragraph of Query 28, wherein Newton 
rejects "Hypotheses for explaining all things mechanically." We 
ask, what does Newton mean by the term "mechanical," and what 
non-mechanical hypotheses or principles might he thus entertain? 

Unfortunately, a well-known caution is here in order. It is not 
easy to discover Newton's understanding of first causes and moral 
philosophy, and the relation of that understanding to his natural 
science. Of his published writings, Queries 28, 30, and 31 of the 
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Opticks, and the General Scholium of the Principia contain basic 
texts on this issue. The difficulty for Newton seems to be that, in 
the now familiar interplay between theory and experiment, we can 
find increasingly elementary particles and increasingly general 
laws of nature, but this analysis does not, of and by itself, give rise 
to a hierarchical ascent to first causes that have any relation to 
human moral phenomena.6 Thus, against an extensive historical 
background that demanded a public account of the positive rela
tion between ultimate principles and human good, Newton would 
be under pressure to defend the moral significance of his im
mensely powerful physics, hence to assure a growing audience that 
the secularism of his science is not his last word. And so we have 
his declarations concerning "the dominion of God" (General 
Scholium) and the value of natural philosophy in knowing "what 
Benefits we receive from [God]. .. our Duty towards him [and] 
towards one another" (Query 31, last paragraph).? It is not clear, 
however, exactly how these assertions follow from the demonstra
tive content of the Principia . And Newton's emphasis on comets 
in Query 28 and in the General Scholium is puzzling: In the final 
paragraph of Query 28, he juxtaposes the question, "Whence is it 
that Nature doth nothing in vain; and whence arises all that Order 
and Beauty which we see in the World?" with the question, "To 
what end are Comets, and whence is it that Planets move all one 
and the same way in Orbs concentrick, while Comets move all 
manner of ways in Orbs very excentrick ... ?"These different visible 
patterns of motion (planetary and cometary) fall under the same 
Newtonian mathematical description, and thus exemplify the 
economy of nature posited in Rule 1. 8 But do comets show that 
nature acts for an end; aren't they a problem (along with all the 
other planets in the solar system besides earth) for this notorious 
Aristotelian claim (Phys. II.8)? Newton indeed continues in Query 
28 with the classic (and abiding) examples of natural purpose, the 
structure and function of biological systems: "Was the Eye con
trived without Skill in Opticks, and the Ear without Knowledge 
of Sounds?" But he then concludes with his analogy between the 
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"Sensory of Animals" or "our little Sensoriums," on the one hand, 
and infinite space as the sensorium of God, on the other. Con
cerning this unusual analogy, he asks, "does it [the analogy] not 
appear from Phaenomena ... ?"-surely not as persuasively as the 
self-evidently purposive designs of an eye or an ear. Finally, in the 
General Scholium (published seven years after the material in 
Queries 25-31), the biological examples disappear in favor of two 
references to "final causes," and the final paragraph on the "most 
subtle spirit" whereby "all sensation is excited, and the members 
of animal bodies move at the command of the will, namely, by the 
vibrations of this spirit, mutually propagated along the solid 
filaments of the nerves, from the outward organs of sense to the 
brain, and from the brain into the muscles ." This most subtle 
spirit, with which the Principia concludes, is a Newtonian hy
pothesis that accords with the particles-and-forces model with 
which the Principia begins (first preface) . Apparently it is a 
non-mechanical hypothesis-thus not subject to his strictures 
against mechanical hypotheses-because the particles of this sub
de medium, or ether, are exceedingly active. That is, if we take the 
term "mechanical" to mean Cartesian corpuscles passively collid
ing among themselves, then we can reconcile Newton's rejection 
of (Cartesian) hypotheses with Newton's use of (Baconian) hy
p o theses. But what, then, is the relation between active principles 
and first causes? Isn' t the most subtle spirit, which is intended to 
explain anim ate motions (among other things), just as determi
nistic as any forces-and-particles account? Newton's active ether 
may satisfy Leibniz's demand that we find "intelligible means" 
whereby God produces natural effects, but now we have an acute 
problem of the relation between rational will and bodily m otion 
in the human animal. May we suppose that Newton believed in 
the preestablished harmony or some other notion of psycho-physi
cal parallelism? 

It is surely no crit icism of De Gandt that he does not pursue 
this inquiry; it would constitute another book. He affirms (27 0) 
that "[t]here would be a place in [Newton 's] universe for various 
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'active principles' ."9 He then concludes Force and Geometry with 
a final, two-page comment on the neutrality or secularism of 
Newton's force concept. He says: 

Through Newton's work, a certain level of theory be
came autonomous. Once the mathematical physicists 
have determined the center of forces, once they know 
the law of the variation of the force [e.g., inversely as 
the square of the distance from the force center] and 
have succeeded in unifYing certain families of phenom
ena [e.g. celestial and terrestrial local motions], they 
can, on their own accounts [privately], reflect on 
'causes' or 'physical reasons' (to use Newton's term); 
but that will have no effect on the unfolding of their 
reasonings in mechanics or dynamics. (271) 

Accordingly, "the very notion of force had a different meaning" 
for Euler, for Boscovich, and for D'Alembert, yet all contributed 
to the development and systematization of Newtonian physics 
(271). Can we identifY a seminal or paradigmatic example of the 
causal neutralization of the concept of central force in Newton's 
own writings? Here we are well served by De Gandt' s expertise: 
he isolates Newton's treatment of the law of areas, Prop. I of the 
Principia, 10 as "the emblem of a new conception of force, disem
barrassed of phantasms and indifferent to physical causes," seen 
by Newton as "a theorem of the highest importance, striking and 
pregnant with consequences" (272). Given the appropriate 
mathematical analysis of trajectories, one can determine the pres
ence of a central force effecting the motion by showing the 
uniform sweeping out of areas around a certain point in space: 
such a point must be a center of force. But what is a center of 
force? "It is not necessary to know the nature of this central point 
or by what it is occupied [!] nor to construct hypotheses as to the 
action exercised by a source or an attracting body" (272). Once 
we are able to take a central force as a mathematical entity, we can 
forget what a strange type of intelligible it is.ll Let us then turn 
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to De Gandt' s expertise in the history of exact science, to his richly 
detailed work on the mathematization of motion and force. 

The Geometrization of Central Force: De Motu 

De Gandt' s stated purpose is to enable us "to achieve a better 
understanding of Book I of the Principia" ( 61). This is accom
plished very successfully through his translation with commentary 
of Newton's 1684 De Motu. This short writing was prompted by 
Halley's question to Newton, what curve would the planets de
scribe if they were attracted to the sun by a 1/r2 force? (7) It is of 
course known from Kepler that the planetary orbits are elliptical; 
but could one derive this in a mathematical way from the candi
date 1fr2 attractive force? Newton's answer to Halley, essentially 
the De Motu, consists of three definitions, four hypotheses, four 
theorems, and seven problems, which form the kernel that New
ton develops by 1686 into Sections I-III and VII of Book I of the 
Principia.ll As such, the De Motu provides an "initial orienta
tion ... a pinpointing of principal results, connections, and meth
ods" (14) indispensable for the reading of the Principia. The three 
most important items in the De Motu are: the generalization of 
Galileo's law of fall (Hypothesis 4; Principia, Lemma 10) ; the law 
of areas, mentioned above (Theorem 1; Principia, Prop. 1) ; the 
resulting expression for the instantaneous force on a moving body 
in terms of the local curvature of its trajectory (T h eorem 3; 
Principia, Prop. 6, Cor. 1) . Newton expresses this latter relation 
in his distinctive , kinematic-in finitesimal geometry as 
FocQR/SP2xQT2, where SP is the radius vector from the force 
center to the position of the body at time t, and Q is its position 
at time t+Llt. Unlike an equation in algebra or calculus, Theorem 
3 is unintelligible without looking at the associated fi gure (Force, 
31; Principia, 48). T heorem 3 holds as we take "the ultimate 
quantity ... when the points P and Q come to coincide" (31). As 
De Gandt rightly puts it, Newton's "is a very special geometry 
whose nature must be described" (x). I comment on these three 
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items, and then discuss De Gandt' s treatment of the emblematic 
law of areas. 

Hypothesis 4 is the generalization of Galileo' s law of fall from 
constant forces (producing uniform acceleration) to spatially vary
ing forces . It is based on tracing the Galilean law-distance 
traversed by a body is proportional to time squared-to "the very 
beginning of its motion" (18). The requirement for proof of 
Hypothesis 4 (not supplied in De Motu) is an important source 
of the differential calculus, pioneered by Newton (without using 
differential notation) in Lemmas 6-9 of the Principia, on ultimate 
ratios of chords, arcs and tangents.l3 It is important to see the 
logical connection between Hypothesis 4, and Theorems 1 and 3 
of De Motu, and De Gandt explains this in Newton's own terms 
on pp. 31-32 of Force. Schematically stated in more contemporary 
notation, Hypothesis 4 reads, F ex: Q R/ dt2 , where the line Q R is 
the body's deviation in time increment dt from rectilinear inertial 
displacement along the tangent to the orbit, and F is the magni
tude of the force responsible for this incurving motion.l4 De 
Gandt describes QR as the "very small-nascent or infinitesi
mal-trajectory of fall; it is the line that the body would traverse 
during the [infinitesimal] time considered under the sole action 
of the centripetal force if it started from rest" (32). "QR is 
therefore the index and geometrical measure of the force that 
draws P towards S" (11). Finally, the law of areas, Theorem 1, is 
dt oc dA, for any central force, where dA is the increment of area 
swept out in rime increment dt by the radius vector from the force 
center to the moving body. Theorem 3 follows by substituting dA 
in place of dt in the generalized (infinitesimal) law of fall: thus 
Fcx:QR/dA2 . The significance of this is that the expression for the 
force is now completely geometrized : 

The De Motu ... contains neither the three famous laws 
of motion nor any mention of absolute time and 
space but presents, above all, the first evidence of a 
geometrical translation of central force. This is its 
primary interest: how did force come to be expressed 
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geometrically, and how did mathematics become ca
pable of translating dynamics? (14-15) 

81 

Theorem 3 of De Motu is the seed of a major part of the 
Principia, for it is Newton's expression for what becomes his 
second law of motion, as that law applies to central forces-the 
main subject of Books I and III of the Principia (wherein velocity
dependent forces, e.g. air resistance, are neglected). It is seminal for 
the following two reasons. First, Theorem 3, in combination with 
knowledge of the shape of a moving body's orbit, permits the 
derivation of the force law (the force as a function of distance) 
required to produce the given type of orbit. Illustrations of this 
procedure-for solution of the so-called "direct problem"-are 
given in Problems 1, 2, and 3 of De Motu, which become Props. 7 
(Cor. 1), 10, and 11 of the Principia. Second, Theorem 3 (along 
with additional results) in combination with knowledge of the force 
law allows calculation of the orbit or trajectory resulting from given 
initial conditions. This procedure-for solution of the so-called 
"inverse problem"-is illustrated in Problems 4 and 5 of De Motu, 
which become Props. 17 and 32 of the Principia. The force law is 
restricted, however, to 11 r2. 

This completes my sketch of the logical connections between 
the most important items of De Motu and their ramifications in 
the Principia. But I have oversimplified a major issue in Newton 
and post-Newtonian physics, an issue that De Gandt features in 
the latter part of Force and Geometry (244-264). It is this: The 
quest for solution of the general inverse problem (from any central 
force, F(r), derive resulting trajectories), in fact, carries Newton 
and post-Newtonian physics beyond the distinctive, kinematic
infinitesimal geometry of Sections I-VII of Book I of the Principia. 
For, in the face of the general inverse problem, that geometry 
"become[s] too narrow a framework for the study of forces" (264). 
De Gandt thus chronicles not only the rise of Newton's geometry 
(from the De Motu to the Principia) but also its decline (within 
and after the Principia ) . Let us look at De Gandt' s treatment of 
the law of areas in De Motu, and then turn to the end of the story, 
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the supersession of Newton's distinctive mathematics by the now 
familiar analytico-algebraic calculus. 

The law of areas for any central force is: "Theorem 1. All 
orbiting bodies describe, by radii drawn to the center, areas 
proportional to the times" (22). Of course "Kepler had formulated 
this law in his Astronomia nova of 1609 ... [thus] Newton was 
redemonstrating a well-known principle. But to put the matter in 
its true light, Newton's demonstration was incredibly new" (23) . 
De Gandt gives N ewton's proof in twenty lines of text and a 
figure, with commentary following. (The proof is essentially the 
same as that in Principia, Prop. 1, with two exceptions: in the 
Principia, Newton makes explicit that motion under a central force 
occurs in a fixed plane, and he appeals to Lemma 3, Corollary 4, 
about which more below.) Newton's proof is both elegantly simple 
and remarkable; he demonstrates "with an unprecedented economy 
of means-at least if one accepts the passage to the limit, by which 
the demonstration is concluded" (23). I focus on the latter. 

Newton begins his proof not with a continuously acting central 
force, but rather with a succession of discrete, instantaneous 
impulses occurring at equal time intervals and directed to one 
point, S. "The orbit is [consequently] made up of a series of 
rectilinear segments, and at each vertex of the polygonal path the 
body is 'deflected' by an impulsion" (25). Given this premise, the 
demonstration becomes that of proving the equality of all the 
contiguous triangles defined by inertial m otion between two 
successive impulses and the two radii from S to those points of 
impulse. (The figure is given in Force, 22, and Principia, 40.) T he 
proof follows easily from two applications of Elements, 1.3 8, the 
equality of triangles with the same heights and bases.l 5 So far , 
Newton's argument is elegantly simple. His conclusion, the pas
sage to the limiting "real case" (25) is remarkable: "Now let these 
triangles be infinite in number and infinitely small [thin], so that 
each triangle corresponds to a single m om ent of time, and with 
the centripetal force then acting unremittingly, the proposition 
will be established" (22). De Gandt: "How is the demonstration 
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to be extended to cover the less simple case of a curvilinear orbit 
with a centripetal force acting continuously? Newton did not 
show himself very hard to please on this point: it sufficed to take 
very small intervals of time!" (26) Aside from older questions 
about actual infinities, there is an obvious objection to Newton's 
concluding move: every triangle, no matter how thin, has a base 
defined by two endpoints, which must here correspond to two 
distinct force impulses. So, in strict precision, the force never acts 
continuously. The corresponding language of the Principia is 
somewhat improved: "let the number of those triangles be aug
mented, and their breadth diminished in infinitum; and (by Cor. 
4, Lem. 3) their ultimate perimeter. .. will be a curved line: and 
therefore the centripetal force ... will act continually (indesinen
ter) ." Here we have no claim for an actual infinity of triangles but 
rather for an infinite sequence (in infinitum) of the sort that 
becomes constitutive of modern analysis. Let us briefly consider, 
then, Lemma 3 of the Principia, on ultimate sums of parallelo
grams, and the ultimate ratios of those sums to the curvilinear figure 
to which they converge. My intention is to make clear that a new 
sense of precision (relative to ancient science) is at the foundation 
of Newton's physics, a sense intimately related to practice. 

In Lemma 3 (or in any of Lemmas 2-4) we find figures now 
familiar in texts on integral calculus. A number, n (a positive 
integer), of parallelograms are inscribed and circumscribed in 
order to bound a curvilinear figure. As n increases without limit, 
we have two sequences of sums that converge to the area of the 
curvilinear figure from above and below such that for "any given 
difference," D, in the language of Lemma 1, we can find an n for 
which the differences between the sums and the area of the 
curvilinear figure are less than D; the sums therefore "become 
ultimately equal" to the figure and to each other. (The sums 
converge to the area under the curve, and their perimeters con
verge to the curve itself; the latter is Corollary 4 of Lemma 3.) The 
sequences of parallelogram sums are asymptotic (in area and 
shape) to the given figure, and so, as Leibniz says, "there can be 
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no ultimate difference, nevertheless they never become equal."l6 
Indeed, it is easy to show (at least for certain figures) that if, for 
any finite n, we set the sums precisely equal, we get 1 =0.17 Clearly 
the key to avoiding this contradiction lies in the meaning of the 
crucial term "ultimately" in Newton's pregnant phrase "ultimately 
equal" in the statement of Lemma 1. I suspect, however, that 
whatever we make of "ultimately" (through the theory of limits) 
we still have two distinct, true statements: first, the sums and their 
limiting figure are never precisely equal for any finite n, and if we 
deny this we get 1 =0; second, despite the truth of the first 
statement, the difference between the sums and the figure can 
indeed be made smaller without limit . Which of these two state
ments is more important? I believe the answer depends on one's 
purpose. For ancient science (Plato, Aristotle, Euclid), is not the 
first statement more important because the purpose is to know, 
to the extent we are able, what is eternally? For modern science 
(as it emerges in the 16th and 17th centuries), is not the second 
statement more important because the purpose is to know what 
we can make in time? Who gives "that [very small] given differ
ence"? 18 Is it not the engineers, who specify the error window, 
acceptable tolerance, or accuracy required on a controlled physical 
process in function of the practical objectives? For example, we 
will not have to place a future probe at a mathematical point on 
the surface of Mars but only within a small but extended region of 
diameter D about a point. More generally, measurements of 
physical, as opposed to mathematical, magnitudes are always of 
limited numerical precision, accurate to ±D . (Does this not arise 
from the nature of matter itself, from the distinction between the 
sensible and the intelligible-a distinE:tion crucial for ancient 
philosophy and obliterated by Descartes?) Hence, calculational 
techniques yielding differences or errors less than D are good 
enough, relative to the practical problem at hand. Despite its 
wonderfully mathematical character, is not Newton's physics in
formed more by praxis and techne than by theoria ? This deep
seated orientation to practice would seem to go hand in hand with 
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Newton's causal neutrality or secularism: precision, both in the 
sense of Euclidean precise equality, and in the sense of Republic 
504e1-3, is replaced by real-numerical precision, i.e. a sufficient 
number of significant digits in calculation and measurement.l9 
Perhaps this is why Newton does not "show himself very hard to 
please." As alluded to above, and discussed below, De Gandt will 
enable us to see how the primacy of problem-solving technique 
affects the career of Newton's mathematics within the Principia 
itself. 

Following his presentation of Theorem 1, the law of areas, De 
Gandt takes up the remaining theorems and problems of the De 
Motu (26-54), and then summarizes five characteristics of New
ton's distinctive geometry (55-56). I paraphrase the first three of 
these as follows: 

1.The evaluation of the distance traversed is valid only 
at the beginning of motion, only for the nascent 
displacement (Hyp. 4) . Hence the measure of the 
force in terms of QR/SP2xQT2 holds only if the figure 
QRPT is indefinitely small, only as P and Q coincide 
(Th. 3) . 

2.What holds for a polygonal surface composed of a 
finite number of triangles can be extended to an 
infinite number of infinitely small triangles that com
pose a curvilinear surface (Th. 1). 

3. In ratios and proportions it is permitted to substi
tute some lines for others from which they differ very 
little as two points approach and coincide (Th. 2, 
Probs. 1, 2, 3). 

In all of these procedures certain "relations [are] preserved 
while the figures are deformed to an ultimate configuration .. .. all 
presuppose motion and time" (56) .20 Concerning the third of 
these, De Gandt says: 

A simple extension of classical geometry would suffice 
for the third case: certain relations are enunciated with 
respect to finite, immobile figures, and the configura-
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tions are then deformed in such a way as to make 
possible the replacement of one line by another line 
from which it differs very little. Proportions and rela
tions are thus enriched by authorizing the substitution 
of one magnitude for another if the two are infinitely 
close to equality. (56) 

Hence the kinematic-infinitesimal character of Newton's in
genious geometry. But, in keeping with my remarks in the pre
ceding paragraph, can we not question whether classical geometry 
would agree that such an authorization yields enrichment simply; 
is there not a certain trade-off? In terms of the being of magnitude 
as divisible (Meta . 1 020a7 -10), and the strict meaning of equality 
(1021a7, 12), it is the case that either the two magnitudes are 
unequal, or, when the two points are coincident and thus no 
longer two, the two magnitudes do not exist.21 Hence, as before 
(on Lemmas 2-4), we must say that they are never actually equal, 
but possess "the ultimate ratio ... of equality" (Lemma 7). It seems, 
again, that an adequate account of this issue would have to consider 
(among many other things) whether there is a difference, as Aristotle 
holds, between mathematical and physical magnitude in terms of 
motion and time. Is not the "physicalization" of geometrical mag
nitude (its becoming mobile and temporal) conspicuous in New
ton, as the essential concomitant to the geometrization of physical 
magnitude? Let us turn to the end of the story, to De Gandt on "the 
emergence of a new style" (244) in Newton's Principia. 

Newton's Geometry Superseded: the General Inverse Problem 

As previously stated, the general inverse problem is: given any 
central force law, and the initial position and velocity, ro, vo, of a 
body relative to the force center, determine the subsequent trajec
tory of the body. The first beginnings ofNewton's solution of the 
inverse problem, restricted to a 1fr2 force, are illustrated in 
Problems 4 and 5 of De Motu, which become Props . 17 and 32 of 
the Principia. Newton's turn to the general inverse problem begins 
only later, in Props. 39 and 40 of the Principia, with a "new 
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approach [that] corresponds to what will later be called conserva
tion of energy" (246). De Gandt indeed tracks the transition 
within the Principia from Newton's distinctive geometry, which 
requires "an active intervention, an exercise in 'seeing'," (244) to 
"a more abstract and less geometrical way [of treating force] that 
is closer to the analytico-algebraic style that will flourish in the 
eighteenth century" (246), closer, that is, to "the more or less 
automatic methods of the 'infinitesimal calculus' " (244) . Prior to 
Props. 39 and 40, "it [was] necessary to know the trajectory in 
order to study the force, since the latter was manifested and 
measured by the divergence between the tangent and the actual 
trajectory" (247). Hence, the geometric approach based on Theo
rem 3 of De Motu and Prop. 6 , Cor. 1, of the Principia, in fact , 
suffers from a defect. Another approach is needed for the more 
general case in which the force law is given but nothing is known 
of the trajectory (other than initial position and velocity). With 
Props. 39 and 40, "it becomes possible to study the effects of force 
without knowing the moving body's trajectory" (247). In Props. 
40 and 41, Newton begins the calculation of the trajectory from 
the force law. In these propositions, force is no longer accessible 
through an image that resembles its temporal effect on motion 
(the figure QRPT), but rather represented as a Cartesian curve 
relative to coordinate axes, i.e., a function of distance. Newton's 
mathematization of force has shifted ground. 22 According to De 
Gandt, the demonstration ofProp. 39 comes close to the methods 
of calculus; he singles out the passage in which Newton specifies 
the central force essentially as F oc dv/ dt: "the force will be directly 
as the increment ... of the velocity and inversely as the time." For 
De Gandt, "[t]his passage of Book I [Prop. 39] is perhaps the one 
in which the emergence of a differential and analytic style is most 
evident" (253). De Gandt then discusses N ewton's demonstra
tions of Props. 40 and 41, and their development at the hands of 
Varignon and John Bernoulli (253-264). Due to the superior 
generality of his analytical technique, it is John Bernoulli, not 
Isaac Newton, who best solves the general inverse problem (264). 
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Is not the fate of mathematical physics after Prop. 40 ofNewton's 
Principia a clear example of "the intimate connection between the 
mode of 'generalization' of the 'new' science and its character as an 
'art'" that stands near the center ofJacob Klein's reflections on the 
history of mathematics?23 In spite of its imprecisions and hetero
doxy compared to classical mathematics, Newton's distinctive ge
ometry permits a certain intuitive clarity in a demonstration; it 
enables us to see the reason for the conclusion in the analysis of 
motion. It is as if Newton at first tried to forestall the modern 
movement toward mental machine technique bur then gave 
up-by giving in to the need for more general mental tools. After 
all, did he not write in the First Preface of the Principia that 
"geometry is founded in mechanical practice" and is a "part of 
universal mechanics"? On this account, the mechanical algorithm 
for calculation would seem to be just as good as geometry for the 
description, prediction, and control of physical process. As David 
Lachterman says, "[t]he mechanization of nature advances pari 
passu with the machinations of the mind."24 

Force and Geometry in Newtons Principia is an important book 
for the light it sheds on the rise and fall of Newton's geometry. 
But it offers more than this, and considerably more than I have 
discussed here. De Gandt is an extremely competent specialist in 
the history of exact science from the 17th through the 18th 
centuries-a kaleidoscopic period. In the second chapter, which 
follows his rendition of Newton's De Motu, De Gandt gives 
detailed accounts of the varied concepts of force in Kepler, 
Galileo, Descartes, and Huygens, along with short but valuable 
discussions of Barrow,25 Torricelli, Hooke, and Flamsteed (58-
158). The dominant figure is, not surprisingly, Galileo. The third 
and final chapter is titled "The Mathematical Methods" (159-
264). Here De Gandt gives us a rare descriptive catalogue of the 
bewildering variety of new mathematical techniques that arise in 
and after Galileo. These are the methods of indivisibles, of ultimate 
ratios and finite witnesses, of fluxions, and finally of the infinitesi
mal calculus. The problem of the composition of the continuum 
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forms a common theme, and indeed one could write a substantive 
review of De Gandt' s book from this perspective alone. 

Finally, it is a pleasure to report that Curtis Wilson's translation 
is excellent. The content is extremely clear and leaves no sense that 
one is reading a foreign author. 

Notes 

1. Isaac Newton, Sir Isaac Newton's Mathematical Principles of Natural 
Philosophy, trans. Andrew Motte and Florian Cajori (New York: Greenwood 
Press, 1969), xvii and xviii . (My citations from the Principia will be taken 
from this edition, hereafter referred to as Principia.) See also the first four 
paragraphs of Roger Cotes's preface to the second (1713) edition, Principia, 
XX-XXI . 

2 . By mid- 19th century, faith in the classical mechanical view was unques
tioned by scientists of the stature of Helmholtz: "Finally, then, the task of 
the physical natural sciences is ... to reduce natural phenomena to unchanging 
attractive and repulsive forces, whose strength depends only on the distance 
[between particles]. The realizability of this task is, at the same time, the 
condition of the complete comprehensibility of nature." "Uber die Erhaltung 
der Kraft [1847]," Wissenschaftliche Abhandlungen (Leipzig, 1882), Vol. I, 
15-16. Contrast this with Bohr's statement to Heisenberg in 1922: "[T]he 
stability of matter [is] a pure miracle when considered from the standpoint 
of classical physics." Heisenberg, Physics and Beyond, trans. Arnold J. Pom
erans (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1972), 39. It is a good question 
whether the mechanical view would have become so sure of its own compre
hensive adequacy if it had focused more on biological phenomena, on the 
kinds of beings to which Aristotle mainly looked in his account of nature 
(e.g., Meta 1032a19). 

3. Principia, Prop. VI, Cor. I, 48. In this review, boldface letters represent 
vectors. 

4. Principia, Def. Vlll, 5. 

5. Concerning the question of how form is ruled out ofNewton's physics, 
I believe it can be shown that the parallelogram rule for composition of forces, 
Corollary II of the Principia, plays the pivotal role in defining a reductionist 
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whole-part relation that is strictly incompatible with any holistic principle, 
and thus with formal causality in nature. 

6. In the forces-and-particles model of the universe proposed in the first 
preface of the Principia as a program for future research into natural phe
nomena, it is hard to see what the specifically human consists in. Were this 
model adequate to nature, a human being as such would cease to be a natural 
being, because nature would lack all specifically human content. 

7. Principia, 544; Opticks, 405. In 1710 Berkeley criticised Newton's doctrine 
of absolute space, time, and motion as theologically "pernicious"; see Principia 
668, Cajori's note 52. The General Scholium was added to the second (1713) 
edition of d1e Principia. The content of Queries 25-31 of the Opticks appeared 
in the Latin edition of 1706 and in the subsequent English editions of 1717, 
1721, and 1730; see I. Bernard Cohen's preface to Opticks, xxxi. 

8. Principia, 398. Thus nature does nothing in vain in the sense that, in the 
myriad effects it produces, the smallest number of causes are employed; this 
is what mathematical physics discovers. It does not follow, however, that 
these effects can be recognized by us as ends or particular goods in the visible 
universe (they might be very bad, like a killer asteroid). Perhaps, for Newton, 
the intelligible economy that we can discover in nature's use of causes is the 
sign of an intelligence that aims at a universal good, which we may be unable 
wholly to discover, but in which we can plausibly believe. 

9. De Gandt cites (270, note 3) J . E. McGuire,"Force, Active Principles and 
Newton's Invisible Realm," Ambix 15 (1968), 154-208. Some older sources 
may also be relevant: on Newton's interest in Jacob Boehme, see David 
Brewster, Memoirs ofSir Isaac Newton (Edinburgh, 1860), Vol. 2, 371, and 
for the influence ofHenry More's Neoplatonism on Newton, see A.]. Snow, 
Matter and Gravity in Newtons Physical Philosophy (London: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1926). 

10. We originally learn the law of areas in the form of Kepler's second law: 
the radius vector from the sun to each planet sweeps out equal areas along 
the elliptical orbit in equal times. But conic-sectional orbits correspond to 

an inverse-square force directed to a focus. As we shall see, Newton's 
demonstration of the law of areas is superior because it covers the general case 
of any central force (one directed to a point and whose strength depends only 
on the distance to that point), not just an inverse-square force. In standard 
presentations, a central force is a sufficient condition for conservation of 
orbital angular momentum, from which the law of areas is then derived. 
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11. It is strange because it represents a principle of motion in nature that is 
indifferent to the kind, size, shape, internal structure and function of the two 
interacting bodies. Normally, the way we expect a body to move is intimately 
related to its kind or species. Newton's gravitational law is radically species
or structure-neutral. If that law was the paradigm for the fundamental 
principles of nature, i.e. for what gives rise (via subsensible particles) to the 
visible species of bodies, then perhaps we can begin to understand Newton's 
astonishing assertion that, "Every body can be transformed into another, of 
whatever kind, and all the intermediary degrees of qualities can be succes
sively induced in it." (Principia, 1st edition, Hypothesis III. ) See Alexandre 
Koyre and I. B. Cohen, eds., isaac Newton's Philosophiae Natura/is Principia 
Mathematica (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1972), 550. 

12. There are several versions of the De Motu. De Gandt focuses on De motu 
corporum in gyrum, given in MS B of A. R. and M. B. Hall, eds., Unpublished 
Scientific Papers of Isaac Newton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1962), which, according to De Gandt, is probably the earliest (Force, 15). 
Problems 6 and 7 of the De Motu concern motion in resistive media, the 
subject of Book II of the Principia, and are not discussed by De Gandt. The 
correspondence between the hypotheses, theorems and problems of De Motu 
and the lemmas and propositions of the Principia is given by De Gandt at 
Force, 275-276. 

13. For these lemmas, and thus for Newton's kinematic-infinitesimal geome
try, it is helpful to read the section titled "Comments on the Illustrations," 
in Thomas K. Simpson, "Newton and the Liberal Arts," The College 0 anuary, 
1976), 7- 10. 

14. In the language of post-Newtonian vector analysis, QR =lr(t) + v(t)~t
r(t+~t)l as M-->dt, where v(t) = dr/dt, the velocity. Expanding r(t+M) to 
second order in ~t, we obtain QR =la(t)ldt2/2, where a(t) = d2r/dt2, the 
acceleration. This is the differential form Galileo's law offall, x =at 2/2. See 
also S. Chandrasekhar, Newton's Principia for the Common Reader (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1995), Sec. 20, and J. Bruce Brackenridge, The Key to 
Newton's Dynamics (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1995), 211 -216. 

15. The equality of time intervals between impulses is necessary for the 
equality of bases in the first application of Elements I.38, and the centripetal 
direction of each impulse is necessary for the equality ofheights in the second. 

16. Leibniz, Marginalia in Newtoni Principia Mathematica, ed. E. A. Fell
mann (Paris:]. Vrin, 1973), 27. 
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17. For example, define the figure by the line y = 1-x on the unit interval. 
The area is A= 1/2. Let the approximating parallelograms have bases 1/2, 
1/3, ... 1 In. Then, for any n, the area of the associated sum of circumscribed 
parallelograms is (1 + 1/n)/2, and of the inscribed parallelograms (I - II n)/2. 
Clearly, the limit as n goes to infinity of each is A= 1/2. Yet equating (1 ± 

1/n)/2 to 1/2 yields 1/n = 0. Multiplying by n (which is finite) we have 1 = 0. 

18. Principia, Lemma 1, 29. 

19. See Jacob Klein, "On Precision," in Robert B. Williamson and Elliott 
Zuckerman, eds., jacob Klein: Lectures and Essays (Annapolis: St. John's 
College Press, 1985), 289-308. When Newton says that, "the errors [in 
mechanical arts as opposed to geometry] are not in the art, but in the 
artificers" (Principia, First Preface, xvii), he seems to be taking the Cartesian 
rationalist position, to be canceling the ontological distinction between 
physical magnitudes (e.g., bodies) and geometrical magnitudes. But I believe 
he is saying something rather different: there may or may not be a distinction 
between the physical (sensible) and the geometrical (intelligible), but no such 
distinction could ever matter for our practice of measurement and calcula
tion. Recent results in nonlinear dynamics (so-called chaos theory) call this 
notion into question; see Joseph Ford, "How Random is a Coin Toss?" 
Physics Today 36 (April1983), 40-47. 

20. See also Force, 161-167, and Simpson, "Newton and the Liberal Arts," 9. 

21. If we say they exist and are actually equal, can we not infer a contradic
tion, like 1 =0? Note that this is not quite the same as the two objections to 
which Newton responds in his Scholium after Lemma 11 of the Principia, 
namely, that either there are no ultimate ratios, or, if there are, there must 
be ultimate magnitudes (Principia, 38-39). 

22. Concerning the methods of calculus, what could be more automatic than 
the algebraic manipulation of differentials currently employed in the deriva
tion of the work-energy theorem (the basis of conservation of mechanical 
energy)? F=mdv/dt; therefore, Fdx=m(dv/dt)dx=m(dx/dt)dv=mvdv=md(i/2); 
integrating, therefore, JFdx=mv(/2-mv?/2, where Vfand Vi denote final and 
initial velocities. Look at the switching of the differentials, dv and dx, in the third 
step. 

23. Jacob Klein, Greek Mathematical Thought and the Origin of Algebra, trans. 
Eva Brann (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1968), 122. 

24. David R. Lachterman, The Ethics of Geometry (New York: Routledge, 
1989), 71. Klein and Lachterman give us a nexus of great philosophical issues 
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centered on the transition from mathematics as contemplative to mathemat
ics as operative. But the differences between them appear to be significant. 
KleiP.'s major theme is the symbolic number concept, for which the com
parison ofDiophantus and Viera (against a Platonic backdrop) is the textual 
linchpin; Lachterman' s major theme is geometric construction, for which 
the comparison of Euclid and Descartes is most crucial. Klein's description 
of symbolic concept-formation in the transition from Apollonius to Des
cartes, in "The World of Physics and the 'Natural' World," Lectures and 
Essays, 1-34, impinges on Lachterman's theme but is, apparently, not the 
same, because, for Lachterman, symbolic abstraction is "only a preparatory 
first step" (Ethics, 186). The project of understanding and relating their 
differing accounts is permanently fascinating and discouragingly complex. 

25. De Gandt gives a long quotation from Barrow (Force, 1 09-111) that is 
striking for the fastidiousness with which Barrow attempts to secure concepts 
of distance, time, velocity, and force as quantified regardless of whether they 
are ultimately discrete or continuous. Clearly the "secularization" of physics 
was basic to the context in which Newton worked. 
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~ "Sportive Tricks": 
~ Ian McKellen's Richard III 

Mera J. Flaumenhaft 

Richard III is the only play by Shakespeare that begins with a 
soliloquy. Ian McKellen's screen adaptation makes us wait too 
long to hear it. Like most contemporary movies, this one begins 
with an extended introductory sequence, the meaning of which 
viewers may eventually sort out, if they still have it in mind by the 
end of the film. The fifteenth-century battle ofTewkesbury (never 
seen but frequently remembered in the original play) is replaced 
by an ambush at twentieth-century English field headquarters, 
where edgy officers nervously await the next day's action. A brief 
tag informs the audience at the beginning of the film that "civil 
war divides the nation." The telegraph now reports that the rebel 
forces are approaching Tewkesbury. The King retires for the 
night, and the Prince sits down to his dinner, as a black dog 
ominously gnaws its bone. A rumbling noise is quickly followed 
by attack: a tank comes through the wall, a man whose gas mask 
gives him an almost inhuman look guns down the Prince, and 
then his defenseless, praying father. We hear heavy breathing in 
the mask, but there is no battle and, therefore, no test of strength 
or courage on either side. The great equalizer does its efficient job. 
The killer removes his mask, revealing the face of the title charac
ter, Richard, Duke of Gloucester. 

The second part of the long induction-still with little speech 
or dialogue-shifts the scene to an equally elaborate and realisti
cally filmed setting. We have moved from the distant front to 

civilian London during the first joyful days of peace. ·we are told, 
in writing, that "Edward is king" and "the family celebrates ." We 
note, again with some confusion, the architecture, automobiles, 
formal dress, dancing, and especially the music. Marlowe's "Come 

Mera Flaumenhaft is a tutor at St. John's College, Annapolis. 
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live with me and be my love," set to a lively dance melody, is a 
very good song, more memorable weeks after one sees the movie 
than are most of the speeches. That's the trouble. The song, with 
its catchy rhythm, melody, and chorus, repeated several times 
during this long sequence, insinuates itself far more than the 
important first soliloquy, which it displaces. The high society 
people at this celebration move familiarly among each other, 
although there seem to be some tensions. There are several privi
leged children present. Their young mother greets one newly 
arrived guest with special affection; others observe him more 
warily. The camera begins trailing a uniformed guest; we recog
nize the gunner in the gas mask. He appears to be known and 
important, greeting others, shaking hands, yet aloof from the 
joyful congeniality; he doesn't dance or even tap his feet like the 
others. Shakespeare characterizes people by their responses to 
music. Those who are unmoved are asOcial, disruptive, marginal, 
"fit for conspiracy." There's no music in Richard III as Shake
speare wrote it, but Richard does say that he's not a dancer, that 
he has nothing to do with the "lascivious pleasing of a lute." If the 
film is to make music so prominent, it will have to do so consis
tently with Richard's character. The directors are aware of this. 

Perhaps the substitution ofEngland in the 1930's for Richard's 
fifteenth-century England is meant to show us that this story is 
still a story for us, that its people and their passions will be 
recognizable as our own. Whether this is necessary is debatable. 
What is clear is that the long, speechless film sequences require 
the original text to be shortened. Shakespeare's Richard is so long 
that it is usually cut for production. But McKellen's film adapta
tion goes even farther than did his own 1990-92 stage version 
(directed by Richard Eyre for the Royal National Theater of Great 
Britain). Here the more extensive cuts and rewriting, and the shift 
in medium from the limited imitative powers of the stage to the 
more versatile-and time-consuming-ways of the movie camera, 
work all in one direction. They shift the focus of our attention 
from the English civil wars to the rise and fall of an evil man named 
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Richard. Like other recent film versions of Shakespeare, this one 
focuses on the private aspects of the story, repeatedly muting the 
national, political, public themes explored in Shakespeare's histories. 
Richard's story-still of considerable interest-is, however, also re
duced and simplified. And now, at last, we come to his soliloquy. 

According to the Folio, Shakespeare's Richard enters a street, 
"solus"-a solitary man, even in a public place. He speaks of the 
end of the wars, and the return of men to a peacetime life of 
dancing, music, and women. At first, he repeatedly uses the word 
"our," including himself among the community. But suddenly he 
shifts, excluding himself: "But I, that am not shaped for sportive 
tricks." From here until the end of the play, the repeated first 
person, never sincerely tied to anyone else, is the focus of all his 
considerable wit and energy. This ''!''-perhaps the "soul" he 
speaks of at the end of the speech- is never what it appears to be. 
Even "sportive tricks" is ambiguous. He is not, in his first sense, 
made for the "sportive" (amorous) life. But he is precisely 
"shaped" for the "sportive tricks" with which he will toy with the 
lives of his fellow human beings. Puns, irony, and soliloquy are, 
for him (as for Hamlet, albeit for different reasons), the perfect 
vehicles for his thought. 

Another reason that Shakespeare begins this play so abruptly 
with a soliloquy is that Richard, perhaps more than any other 
character Shakespeare created, has an odd relation to us, his 
audience. Richard's soliloquies are peculiar. Like a choric induc
tion, or the medieval Vice, he introduces us to the action and 
shares his plans, successes, and disappointments with us. Because 
he' s so outrageous, clever, energetic, even funny, and because he 
often triumphs over people who deserve or even contribute to 
their own defeat, we find ourselves curiously attracted to him. 
Because he puts us in the position of accomplices, we spend the 
early parts of the play in a peculiar moral position. In the play, he 
speaks his first intimate soliloquy, at least partly, to us, not, as in 
the film, to an assembly in a large ballroom. The first act especially 
has other soliloquies on an empty stage, and asides when other 
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people are present, which are addressed to us alone. Delighted 
with his own performance, he seems to imagine an appreciative 
audience, even when he's alone. He makes jokes for our benefit, 
and winks if we respond. McKellen on stage at the huge Kennedy 
center and Stacey Keach in the smaller Folger auditorium a few 
years ago, charmed spectators, partly visible to each other in the 
dim theater light. Their collective responses to Richard's villainy 
felt almost like approval. They laughed at, even applauded, his 
audacity. Richard aims to make us conspirators. As Edmund Kean 
and Olivier knew, the play wouldn't work unless Richard could 
seduce the audience as well as Anne. Olivier thought his camera 
close-ups made it possible for him to do this, reaching "each one 
of us personally" (separated in a dark movie house) rather than all 
together in the theater (Laurence Olivier, On Acting, p. 304). If 
Richard can seduce us, Shakespeare can show us something about 
how he can seduce and manipulate his real conspirators and his 
victims. Only after some time, do we resist flattery and begin to 
distance ourselves from him. We recoil from his villainy as others 
come to do, and thus draw closer to the community he's destroy
ing than to him. Finally, we no longer appreciate even his talents, 
and we want to see him destroyed. Although McKellen, in the last 
part of the film's soliloquy, follows Olivier's example in speaking 
directly to the audience, even crooking his finger and inviting us 
along, he does not succeed so well in charming or bewitching us 
into following him. Why not? 

The confusing busyness of the new film's first scenes prevents 
the audience's initial bonding with Richard. Instead of identifying 
with his sense of exclusion and his peculiar powers and charms, 
we must, at the start, attempt to keep track of numerous uniden
tified individuals. Bullets and tanks also obscure the fact that the 
deformed and crippled Richard engaged in hand-to-hand combat 
at Tewkesbury; his audacity apparently extends to physical cour
age, an isolated virtue, but a sign of some mettle, for which we 
must have some respect. The initial ambush prevents this from 
the beginning. 
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The film soliloquy finally begins with Richard in the role of 
toastmaster at the celebration. It puts him in a political, social 
position for which, in the play, he has limited aptitude. There, he's 
more a behind-the-scenes, one-on-one, small-group man. Thomas 
More says he was "outwardly'' sociable and friendly-McKellen's 
Richard shakes hands at every opportunity-but, as we shall see, 
he's ill at ease in the limelight. For the latter and longer part of the 
soliloquy, McKellen removes himself from exposure in a crowded 
ballroom, a more public place than in the original, to seclusion in 
an empty bathroom, a more private place-the privy-than in the 
original. He delivers the rest of the speech in front of a urinal and 
to his own reflection in a mirror, turning to us only towards the end 
when he adds some lines from 3 Henry VI, and cuts the conclusion 
about his plans to turn Clarence and the new king against each 
other. The soliloquy is, at first, too public, and, then, too private. 
The setting is a recent vulgar fad. It is easily presented on film, but 
not on stage, and it again distracts us from what McKellen's Richard 
is saying. Why is there no attendant in the nobles' men's room? Do 
the realistic sounds distract our attention from the words? Will 
Richard be able to get his zipper up with just one hand? (We are 
soon sure he can. McKellen concentrates Richard's physical prowess 
and wily general competence in his manual dexterity. In fact, his 
ability to smoke, drink, remove his gloves, use a phonograph-all 
with his one good hand and the help of his teeth-repeatedly 
distracts us from the words Shakespeare puts in his mouth.) The 
scene at the urinal shows that the close-up visual and auditory 
realism of the movies is a mixed blessing. 

A last example from the soliloquy demonstrates this in another 
way. Just ten lines into this important first speech, the camera 
moves in closer and closer until it is almost in his face. The 
smiling, speaking organ of this witty, articulate man becomes 
isolated lips and teeth. Similar images will appear as the play 
progresses to suggest the boar or swine associated with Richard. 
At first this seems interesting. Later the film will use its technical 
magic to show Lord Stanley's dream of Richard with boar's teeth 
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(after Richard himself has snarled at him), another effect out of 
the reach of stage technology. But, like the urinal setting, these 
cinema illusions run the risk of distracting our attention from the 
words themselves. (Another scene will take more time and sacrifice 
more text so that Richard the "Boar," and his hired assassin, can 
feed some real swine.) Reducing Richard to a sinister mouth in 
that first speech is a mistake. The gimmicks of isolated teeth here, 
and monster's gas mask in the opening sequence, come too early. 
They make the same mistake as directors who dress "honest Iago" 
all in black. At the beginning, Shakespeare's Richard shows only 
his face and speech. His well-made uniforms minimize his deform
ities, and his manners conceal his intentions. Many who encoun
ter him are taken in-by their own self-seeking, by their fears, and 
by something genuinely attractive in him. We, like others, are 
attracted partly by his exterior pose and partly by the flattery of 
his confidences. Much later in the play, as his villainy towards 
others reveals itself, he withdraws from us as well. As he becomes 
more and more "solus," his high-spirited asides cease, and, at last, 
he speaks in dialogue only to himself (V.iii). By the end, his 
soliloquies, like everything he does, are for "himself alone," as he 
says in 3 Henry VI. Only then does he really show his fangs . 

The body of the film presents a series of events in which the 
audacious and ruthless Richard soars to power in an increasingly 
fascist English milieu. In McKellen' s resetting, viewers and re
viewers have spotted allusions to goose-stepping soldiers, Nazi 
party rallies, Edward Mosely, Edward V and his American wife, 
and Hider and Stalin enjoying films of political events and the 
execution of their enemies. Once these are noted, one must ask 
whether the transposition makes sense. In the end, I think that it 
does not-for two reasons. First, although the public setting or 
context seems to be there, the film seems to focus on the private 
significance of events. Shakespeare gives us a story in which a 
whole country and whole families, as well as individuals, become 
·the actors in a national struggle. In this world, no birth, death, 
marriage, or prayer is without its public significance. But McKel-
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len is so determined to use the film technology at his disposal that 
he often ends up privatizing precisely because he can show some 
aspects of private mental life more directly, though not more 
subtly, than Shakespeare could in language alone. Second, McKel
len is so clearly under the influence of contemporary films, which 
often focus sensationally on private lives, that he just can't seem 
to resist certain cliches and obligatory scenes. 

Consider the long wooing of Princess Anne (I.ii) whose hus
band, Prince Edward, was killed by Richard and others at T ewkes
bury. Richard later killed her father-in-law, King Henry VI, in the 
Tower. In the play, Richard intercepts her on a public street as 
she follows the procession bringing the corpse of the dead king to 
his burial at Chertsey. The cortege is accompanied by guards to 
whom Richard speaks at the beginning and end of the scene. 
Richard has political reasons for wanting to connect himself with 
"Warwick's youngest daughter." Marrying her would link him to 
the Lancastrian line as well as to the Yorks. As he has said, he is 
incapable of love. This is Anne's initial opinion. But she is utterly 
unprotected after the Yorkist victory, and Richard flatters and 
frightens her, makes her pretend to herself that she believes what 
she might want to believe: that he killed her husband and father
in-law for love of her, and that now he repents. It's a long scene; 
Olivier splits it to give her more time to consider and to make it 
more convincing. In the play, if one listens closely, one hears Anne 
move from cursing Richard to speaking alternating lines in the 
same meter. When she does that, we know he's got her. In the 
film the stichomythia is abridged, and interrupted by Richard's 
disgusting, lewd mouthing of the ring he presses upon her. It's 
hard to be impressed with his success. 

In the film, as usual, there's a lot going on, much of it sensa
tional distraction from the main point of the wooing. The king 
and prince are both killed in the Tewkesbury ambush, and M cKel
len removes the meeting of Richard and Anne from the street to 
the bowels of a hospital/morgue for the war-wounded. The 
plumbing and sinks are oddly reminiscent of the soliloquy's 
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washroom. (Note the number of scenes that, in the original, are 
in public places-open streets or public buildings like castles or 
the Tower-but that the film moves indoors .) Inexplicably, for
mer royalty lies unattended among the wounded and bleeding 
general populace. It's hard not to look at these others, and espe
cially hard to pay attention to what Richard is saying as he makes 
his way through the bodies after his triumphant courtship (We do 
note the nice touch of the little dance step this non-dancer 
executes as he goes up the steps.). The political significance of the 
courtship is confused by making Anne grieve over the body of her 
young husband, rather than his father, as Shakespeare has it. 
(Olivier makes the same change) . Richard, after all, does not just 
want to be her husband; he wants her father-in-law's crown. Her 
deterioration is less moving than it should be, since she herself is 
too creepy too soon. After this first scene, her mechanical, pup
pet-like behavior and her attempts to give herself to a man who 
doesn't want her for herself make clear that she has prostituted 
herself. In one pathetic scene (not in the play; the film adds no 
dialogue) she waits for him, half dressed in the shadows, only to 
be passed by, like a rejected whore. This works well enough. But 
the film also luridly turns her into a pill-popping drug addict to 
show her attempts to deaden herself to what she's done. Her 
injection of her leg distracts our attention from the political 
significance of what we've just witnessed: a clear indication that 
the rightful young heir to the throne will soon be put to death in 
the Tower. The substitution of the exterior of a nondescript 
twentieth-century prison for a recognizable and significant land
mark of English history, further depoliticizes the action. Shake
speare, of course, wouldn't have presented a realistic set of the 
Tower, but in several scenes he goes out of his way to have 
characters verbally allude to the location. A director with a camera 
could have highlighted, rather than diminished, these allusions. 
Anne is quickly dispatched when Richard has no use for her. She 
has been so diminished that we only hear of her death. 
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But other deaths are depicted at greater length than in the play, 
often with changes which are gratuitous or distort the original. 
Clarence, as every English schoolchild once knew, is stabbed and 
drowned in a butt of malmsey. But before he dies, Clarence speaks 
of murder and treason-he changed sides to return to his Yorkist 
brothers-and he knows that he deserves to go to hell. His 
strangely lyrical speech is, in this version, delivered in a downpour, 
and his lines about Warwick, Edward, Tewkesbury, and his per
jury, are all missing. The murderers, who appear shortly after, find 
Clarence naked and defenseless in his bathtub-another washroom, 
another private place. They slit his throat and submerge him as his 
blood colors the bath water. We've seen this scene in a dozen movies 
before. Like his own thoughts, their exchange with him about his 
political past is cut. Shakespeare shifts our attention from the 
stabbing (he doesn't stage the disposing of the body in the infamous 
wine barrel) to the revived conscience of the wavering second 
Murderer. Clarence reveals his conscience and repents; the mur
derer repents and forgoes his reward. What kind of man, and in 
what situation, would be capable of living without conscience or of 
destroying it completely? The title character? His accomplices? 

The film replaces the first murderer with the hired assassin, 
Tyrrel, introducing him earlier than the play does, and thus 
increasing his prominence. Richard makes contact with him as he 
is feeding the penned swine. He appears from nowhere, and seems 
to have no connections. He's the perfect conscienceless assassin, 
ready to wear the uniform (his clothes change in the course of the 
play) and become the instrument of any man who'll pay him. After 
Clarence's death, the film's Tyrrel shows up as the agent of 
subsequent murders, and as Richard's bodyguard and aide-de
camp. The sinister agent becomes his frequent companion, almost 
a partner of his villainy. Unlike the higher subordinates who cross 
Richard and pay with their lives, the undemanding Tyrrel is never 
rejected by Richard. He is darker than the less isolated adminis
trative aides, Catesby and Ratcliffe-in some ways more like a 
mere extension of Richard himself. 
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Another lurid movie murder by Tyrrel distorts in a more 
offensive way than Clarence's. In the play, Queen Elizabeth's 
brother Rivers (the man she affectionately greets at the party), her 
grown son, Grey, and Vaughan, like Clarence, knowingly await 
their deaths. In the movie, the Rivers family members are played 
by Americans, perhaps to distinguish them as a different faction. 
(Rivers plays cowboys and Indians with Elizabeth's son at the 
queen's breakfast table!) But the use of different accents backfires, 
and not just because Annette Bening and company are inferior 
actors. The Rivers are climbers who have used Elizabeth's marriage 
to Edward York to maneuver their way into power. But, histori
cally, and in the play, they are not merely social climbers (like 
Wallace Simpson, perhaps) who wish to move in high society, 
dance at the royal victory celebration, and eat at the Queen's 
breakfast table. Rather, they are powerful political men, the older 
step-brother and rival uncle to the crown prince, who compete 
with the Protector, Richard. They, too, are held responsible for · 
the downfall of Henry VI and Prince Edward-old Queen Mar
garet calls them "standers-by"-and they expect to gain from it. 
In the play, their last scene is set in Pomfret, the "guilty closure" 
where they remember that Richard II "was hacked to death" in 
the event which made inevitable the civil disorders that wracked 
England for the next century. As Shakespeare wrote it, they are 
not mere playboys indulging in private pleasures while the country 
burns. What does the film give us? One more private scene, 
disposing of only one of the three. A chamber lady refrains from 
disturbing an unseen couple behind a closed door. The assassin, 
Tyrrel, passes her in the hall. The couple in bed turns out to be 
Rivers, with one arm chained to his bed, and a girl (an airplane 
stewardess viewers probably won't remember from an earlier 
scene). His attention-and ours-is fixed on his own most bodily, 
even kinky, needs (all of them at once). In the latest cliche of 
recent movies, we voyeurs get to watch his ecstatic face, while she 
works on the rest of him. Suddenly a knife comes up through his 
belly; the agent of Richard the fiend has struck again. Not a word 
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from the play remains about English subjects, former kings, the 
queen' s curses, or God. In fact, not a word at all. We note only 
the sensational treatment of the silent, private body. 

These graphic movie murders-there are others as well-are 
further examples of the single greatest drawback of the camera's 
great powers: what we can see distracts us from the words we hear. 
Shakespeare and his Elizabethan colleagues, far more than the 
Greek tragedians, depict a lot of violence on stage, even some 
blood and guts. But there are limits to what can be seen from a 
distance, and ketchup and stage fights rarely look fully realistic. 
So our attention in murder scenes, for example, is often kept on 
what is being said by the victim-not merely on his pain-and by 
the murderers, reporters, and those to whom they report such 
deaths. Shakespeare's greatest concern, as we have seen above, is 
with the psychic condition of his characters, even that of hired 
assassins, and not with their mere bodies. In the case of Hastings's 
death, the film shows us not only the actual murder, but photos 
of the dead man, which please McKellen's Richard so much that 
he adds music-phonograph jazz-to whose rhythm he moves as 
he relaxes on his couch. It's a chilling touch, suggesting that the 
viperish soul of this fiend does respond to music after all, in his 
own, twisted way. But the murder, photos, and music are not in 
the original. What we focus on there is Hastings's recognition of 
his own responsibility for Richard, and his repentance. Like Rivers 
and Grey, his talk of his own fall is mingled with a lament for 
"miserable England." And, like them, he remembers Margaret's 
prophesies. Again, the film's rewriting concentrates all evil in 
Richard and depoliticizes the story. 

One of the most important changes in the verbal character of 
Richard Ill in this version comes from the elimination of Old 
Queen Margaret, the widow and mother of the dead Lancastrians. 
This requires some reassignment of lines and some ch anges in the 
plot, such as the departure for France of Richard's mother, the 
Duchess of York, rather than M argaret (IV.iv). In Shakespeare, 
the crazed old queen leads the other women in choral lamenta-
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tions. The private and public calamity of the Wars of the Roses 
come together in these formal, patterned intonations about the 
Edwards, Richards, and Henrys who have died in the familial-na
tional struggles. Margaret's ritual wailings over the past and curses 
for the future go way beyond the "Now" of Richard's opening 
soliloquy, and suggest that something is waiting to restore order 
to England. In the opening soliloquy, "winter" was followed by 
"summer"; her prophesies suggest that there are still more seasons 
to come. A film version might present these choral scenes well; if 
they were not surrounded with distracting gimmicks, we might 
even hear the words better than they can be heard in the theater. 
By cutting the Margaret scenes, as well as the references to her 
mentioned above, the film tends to reduce characters to simple 
villains and heroes, a danger to which this play is particularly liable 
anyway. Richard is clearly the chief agent of evil in this story. 
Allied with no party, he is the "hellhound that doth hunt us all." 
But, as we have already seen with Clarence and the Woodvilles, 
none of his victims, except for the murdered children, is merely a 
victim. The weak Hastings in sweater and sport jacket, and the 
Nazi-like bureaucrat, Buckingham, with his fat cigar, are self-serv
ing men who deserve the same violent ends they help Richard 
bring to others. Finally, Margaret's presence makes us ask whether 
even the "holy" King Henry VI, her dead husband, must bear 
responsibility for the horrors which have befallen "poor England." 
Personally pious, he was the innocent inheritor of a usurped 
crown, but his incompetence and political incapacity cleared the 
way for more rapacious and ambitious men. The way for Richard, 
the most demonic player in the civil wars, is prepared for by Henry 
VI, his most saintly predecessor. Our brief view of him in the 
film's induction does not invite us to raise this question. The long, 
choral scenes which Shakespeare wrote for the widowed Queen 
are not the stuff of realistic films: they require careful listening 
and not much else can be shown as they are spoken. They can be 
quite effective when done in the right spirit, and might have 
deepened this absorbing, but not very thoughtful, action film. The 
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loss of their formal balance and the rebound and cyclical repeti
tion they predict, and of the old lady who goes back almost to the 
beginning of the civil disruptions, radically changes the focus of 
the play. Even Richard looks more fiendish when there is no 
reminder of the earlier events of the civil war, and the terrible 
losses he and his immediate family suffered at the hands of their 
enemies. Perhaps the only way really to see Richard III is to see it 
as the fourth play of the Henry VI series. If, however, it is to be 
performed on its own, Margaret cannot be spared. 

Finally, one word more is necessary about the main transposition 
of the film: Richard as a fascist dictator. Ironically, although McKel
len cuts a number of public scenes, he adds some that are not in the 
play. The Nazi-like rally with Richard and his henchman in a huge 
hall with red and black flags may be a suggestive update, but it's not 
coherent with the play's depiction of Richard or with the politics 
of this play. Shakespeare has not written this scene for Richard, or 
the sequence in the film where first he is crowned and then he 
reviews the event on film in a private projection room. Perhaps he 
hesitated to represent the crowning of a usurping tyrant on-stage. 
In addition, as I suggested at the beginning, grand public spectacle 
is not Richard's way. He operates behind closed doors, with hench
men pulling the strings . Like many deformed people, he usually 
avoids exhibiting himself. He doesn't dance. He doesn't excite 
crowds. Buckingham has trouble getting much response for him 
when he is not present, and, when he is, has to feed him lines to 

orchestrate the deception of the Mayor and citizens. Richard is 
outstanding at seductive private rhetoric and his soliloquies and 
asides reveal his verbal wit and intelligence. But he's not ve.ry good 
at rabble-rousing and public speaking. Compare his battle oration, 
for example, with that of Henry V before Agincourt. Even the 
wooden Richmond makes a more convincing speech before Bos
worth. Shakespeare does not give us great public scenes like the rally 
or the actual coronation of Richard, because Richard is, at bottom, 
not a public man. Unlike Macbeth, he takes delight in getting what 
he wants to get. But, like Macbeth, whose "tomorrows" lead no-
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where, he shows no signs of wanting to rule; he has no plans, no 
future, except to be king. So the Nazi rally rings false; Richard is 
not a Hitler-or a Stalin. 

The long closing sequences of this much-shortened play resem
ble and balance the long, opening sequences. The denouement 
does little to restore the political significance of the story of 
Richard's career. One is not much surprised by the inserted 
romantic scenes between Richmond (Henry VII) and Princess 
Elizabeth. In a second viewing of the opening party, one recog
nizes Richmond and his future wife dancing together. Later, in 
Act Four, in a scene which parallels the wooing of Anne, Richard 
thinks he has convinced and frightened Elizabeth's mother into 
allowing the girl to marry him. By this means, he hopes to achieve 
the Lancastrian connection he failed to effect through Anne. 
Queen Elizabeth gains time by appearing to consent, by allowing 
him to call her "Mother," and by suffering his outrageous, am
biguous kiss. We soon hear, however, that she has given the girl 
to Richmond. In the play, Lord Stanley makes the announcement 
to the nobles gathering in opposition to Richard. It is political 
news and Richmond is not present. In the film, Richmond joy
ously makes the announcement himself. The Bishop, who has 
defected, (here called "Archbishop"), marries them with lines 
borrowed from the very end of the play, while the bride's mother, 
dressed up and wearing a corsage, beams incongruously in the 
general's tent the night before the battle. The scene is meant to 
prepare for Richard's approaching defeat by Richmond, and it's 
nice to see the girl escape from the Boar. But the scene sentimen
talizes and, once again, loses sight of the political situation. 
Richmond, after all, marries her for the same reason Richard 
would have: to strengthen his own weak claim to the throne. 
Shakespeare has him emerge in the latter part of the play as a 
deliverer and restorer, but restricts his part to public appearances. 
We are meant to think he will be a good ruler, but do we really 
need another bed scene, even if it is wholesome and loving in 
contrast to Rivers' lascivious deathbed or the love scene we can't 
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even imagine for Richard? Do we really need to see the two 
beautiful young bodies-naked, of course-in order to appreciate 
that Richard's soul is as twisted as his body? Richmond says he 
slept wonderfully the night before the battle. In the play, this is 
because the ghosts that disturb Richard encourage and comfort 
Richmond. (The ghosts don't actually appear to the film Richard 
either; we just hear snatches of earlier scenes.) In the movie, we 
must suppose that he had a good night because he slept with the 
Princess. The film ghosts speak only to Richard. Only the Princess 
speaks to Richmond. 

The last scene of the film reminds us of the first. The battle of 
Tewkesbury is balanced by the battle of Bosworth. In the play, 
Shakespeare gives us nothing of the former and only a glimpse of 
the latter. After the frightening visitations of his dreams, Richard 
cracks briefly, speaking of "conscience," and his "soul," and 
recognizing that no other "soul" loves him or will pity him when 
he dies. The speaker of the first soliloquy has learned what it 
means to love oneself alone: "Richard loves Richard: that is, I am 
1." But, Richard, like Macbeth, is brave at the end. When he next 
appears, he resolves to substitute "strong arms" for "conscience," 
"swords for law," and to go "to it bravely, pell-mell!If not to 
heaven then hand in hand to hell." In the play, this cry is followed 
by the "Oration to His Soldiers," mentioned above. McKellen 
gives us a much-shortened version of it, delivered in a closed 
railway car to a few officers and the ubiquitous Tyrrel. He then 
jumps out into the fires and explosions of a modern tank and 
airplane battle. His cry, "my kingdom for a horse," here delivered 
from a jeep, and much ridiculed by the critics, is,one ofMcKellen' s 
mistakes. It's a rightly famous line, the last of his many references 
to horses, from his first to his last speeches. It ringingly forecasts 
not only Richard's end, but the end of the whole medieval 
chivalric era, whose feuding kings and dukes are about to be 
replaced by an apparently self-effacing modern administrator who 
never mentions horses. One reason it's a mistake to substitute 
modern warfare for the swords and horses 'and even archers men-
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tioned in the play, is that Richard belongs to the old way. If 
Richmond initiates the modern era, it makes no sense for the 
Y or kist victory at T ewkesbury, as well as his own at Bosworth, to 
be won with guns and tanks and gas masks. 

The last mistake of the film is the full-fledged movie chase in 
army vehicles and on steel girders. Richmond doesn't get to make 
his "Oration to his Soldiers," but, like our contemporary action
heroes, he pursues the crippled villain high into the sky to kill him 
dead with a gun. In the play, Richard does show courage of a sort. 
He says he has killed five other "Richmonds" on the way to the 
real one. We hear that he is "seeking Richmond in the throat of 
death," not fleeing him, as McKellen does in the film. McKellen 
substitutes the "hand in hand to hell" line for "my kingdom for a 
horse" as Richard's last words. This makes possible the last outrage 
of this outrageous film: the "hellhound's" literal fall into infernal 
flames at the end, a slow-motion topple backwards with a close-up 
of his grinning face, to the music of Al J olson's ''I'm sitting on 
top of the world ." So movie music concludes the film, just as it 
began it. But unlike "Come live with me" and Richard's jazz, this 
music is not part of the realistic action. Imported-from America, 
no less-with no visible source or immediate reference to the story 
or characters, it assumes the status of summarizing commentary. 
What are we to think as we leave the theater, with J olson in our 
ears? That this seductive villain, like Don Giovanni, might regard 
even hell as a triumph? Or, even worse, that his director, who plays 
the title character, never falls out of love with Richard, but 
remains seduced-as we never really are-by his grinning audacity 
even at the end? Is the movie itself a kind of audacious joke, a 
"sportive trick"? 

As the last image of this jazzy update, the fall into the inferno 
emphasizes the personal fall of Richard, Duke of Gloucester. 
McKell en's story starts with a crowd and ends with Richard, 
"solus." But Shakespeare gives us one more scene in which he 
restores the wider political context. His story begins with Richard 
"solus," but ends with the community which finally defeats him. 
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In the last scene, Richmond, the first Tudor monarch, makes his 
first appearance as King Henry VII, as a century of family feuding 
and political bloodshed is brought to an end. As the decent 
opposition assembles, one feels that England is beginning to come 
together again. McKellen's movie can make Richard-or his stunt 
man-fall into a flaming holocaust. But the more limited re
sources ofMcKellen's own stage production in 1992 conveyed the 
sense of the end of the play much more effectively: Richard's 
blood-red tent gave way;/ at last, to a huge painted backdrop map 
of England's green and pleasant land. Even before the battle, 
Richmond begins to speak of England's "summer fields and 
fruitful vines," and to mention English place names. At the end, 
in the speech McKellen sacrifices for his fiery inferno, Richmond 
promises his assembled countrymen that pardon will replace re
venge as the way of the victors, and that the sacrament of marriage 
(not yet performed) will properly "unite the White Rose and the 
Red." Echoing Hastings's last speech, he prays that "poor Eng
land" will revive and live again in peace. In the play, the last words 
we hear are not Richard's boast about hell, but "God say amen!" 
It's a reassuring picture and Shakespeare mutes the undertones 
that he'll explore in the second tetralogy which goes back to deal 
with the origins of the English civil wars. 

The question of whether these undertones are present in Rich
ard III would require a longer discussion. Here it is sufficient to 
say that McKellen does not deepen Shakespeare or suggest com
plexity. Rather, he privatizes a political story, translating it imagi
natively, but misguidedly, to another milieu. He simplifies, even 
magnifies, a compellingly evil man who-without all the gim
micks-should be able temporarily to seduce a twentieth-century 
audience. Most of the original audience probably considered 
Richard a "damned" man. Even if Shakespeare himself does not 
believe literally in this proposition and all that it implies, his play 
suggests that it says something true about the soul of his protago
nist. The end of Shakespeare's play, unlike that ofMcKellen's film 
adaptation, does not make a joke of damnation. 
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~ Visions of a Botanist I ~ Eva T. H. Brann 

In 1941, when I came to America, movies cost eleven cents and ran 
continuously. My very first taste of these day-long joys in the dark 
was a zombie movie, some low-budget avatar of The Night of the 
Living Dead. It scared me-a meticulously raised little Euro
pean-deliciously out of my wits. These experiences leave their 
mark, and when Wade Davis's first book, The Serpent and the 
Rainbow, came out in 1985, I pounced on it. It was an account of 
the author's successful hunt for the poison that made zombies and 
for the social function zombiism had within vodoun, the animistic 
religion of Haiti. The book turned out to be adventure, science, 
anthropology and history rolled into one, and the first thing I 
learned was that with my early movie experience I had been initiated 
into a national-and a pretty ignorant-fascination with Haitian 
customs, stemming from two decades of occupation by our marines 
(1915-1934) . One worker in the field, preceding Wade Davis by 
nearly half a century in trying to set things right, had been the young 
black anthropologist, Zora Neale Hurston,_ later the author of the 
beautiful novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God. She had, perhaps 
misled by her mulatto informants, described certain vodoun socie
ties as criminal associations, a description Wade Davis, who man
aged to establish real contact, was at pains to set right. But he, in 
turn, has too little to say-it seemed to me-about their notorious 
association with the Ton Ton Macoute, Duvalier' s murderous 
security force. I mention this fact because this tolerance, a tolerance 
with a passionately positive sign, a deeply engaged receptivity, is a 
characteristic of Wade Davis's writing. It makes him a particular 

Review of Wade Davis, One River: Explorations and Discoveries in the Amazon Rain 
Forest, New York: Simon and Schuster (1996). 

Eva T. H. Brann is a tutor and former dean at St. John's College, Annapolis. 
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kind of explorer, the inside-outsider, and it makes his work-One 
River shares this characteristic-questionable in the very best 
sense: an incitement to thought; it has serious moral resonance. 

Now came a happy coincidence. Wade Davis happens to main
tain a close friendship with Travis Price, our Santa Fe alumnus 
('71) and the architect of our new Greenfield Library in Annapo
lis. Travis Price promised to induce Wade Davis, by now a busy 
international lecturer, to come on a Friday night, and no lecture 
in my memory is more often recalled by students both for the 
flamboyance of its Haitian matter and the beauty of its slides. 

Then One River came out and was reviewed in the New York 
Times Book Review by a reader who-I am guessing-had sampled 
rather than absorbed the book. He made short, though very 
appreciative shrift of its qualities, dwelling mainly on its hero, the 
ethonobotanist Richard Evans Schultes. I thought I'd wait for the 
paperback, when Wade sent over an inscribed copy, and an 
inscribed copy imposes an obligation. I started in on this huge 
work, well over five hundred large pages, and presently it became 
a way of life-a dozen pages whenever a window opened for 
imaginative ranging. 

I've finished now, and I'm here to say that One River has the 
qualities of a classic. A classic of what? Well, a classic, of course, of 
ethnobotanical discovery and psychopharmacological exploration; 
also of daring and adventure; also of reportorial expose and thumb
nail history; also of at-the-source-biography and deep-felt friend
ship. Like The Serpent and the Rainbow, it is many things in one. 
And it has absorbed enormous amounts of fieldwork and research. 

All.these strands are artfully interwoven by means of flash
backs, as Davis and his teacher-friend Plowman, older by a decade, 
retrace the paths and renew the collecting of their teacher, 
Schultes. He, in turn, had followed routes taken by his own hero, 
Richard Spruce, who, in his turn, saw what Alexander von Hum
boldt had seen. One such lovely revisitation occurs in 1942, when 
Schultes' recurrent malarial fever finally breaks. It had kept him 
for four days lying in a hammock in a bog by the Rio Karaparami 
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on his way to El Encanto. (The hundreds of exotically beautiful 
names of Amazonian tributaries and villages make the book a 
glossal pleasure.) He stumbled to the river for a bath, fell, and, 
half-drowning, looked up to see that "bright jewel of the jungle," 
the pure blue orchid, Aganisia cyanea. It had been collected by 
Schultes' Colombian friend, Cuatrecasas, in 1939, by Spruce in 
1851, and by Humboldt in 1801. For Schultes, this accident, 
which is the sort that befalls a devotee in his ardor, turned a week 
of misery into a moment of bliss; he saw at once perfect beauty 
and the confirmation of his own botanical lineage (p. 373). 

One River is, thus, first a botanical biography of Wade Davis's 
teacher. Though, or rather because, lovingly composed, it is by no 
means a panegyric. Schultes is vividly depicted as a temporally 
displaced Victorian, a man of unbendable rigidities and yet of enor
mous humanity, the unwilling guru of the psychedelic* movement 
and the most focused naturalist: a man with "the taxonomic eye," 
with "an inherent capacity to detect variation at a glance" (p . 394). 
Wade told me that Schultes, now an old man, wrote him to say 
that he was deeply moved by the portrait. Successful vignettes of 
other fellow-botanists abound in the book. 

This band of "naturalists" in the old sense, namely, people in 
love with the appearances of nature, seems to be-almost as if by 
reason for its shared absorption in the (probably) inanimate world 
of plants-particularly ardent in its human attachments. One of 
them, Reichel-Dolmatoff, recalls the reserved Schultes, upon a 
mention of Spruce's name, saying in the toneless voice of deep 
feeling: "He was my hero" (p. 482). Not just the Anglo-saxons 
and Europeans are included in this fraternity, but also the His
panic scientists and above all the Indian informants, who are 
acknowledged as consummate ethnobiologists. 

----------

*Timothy Leary, who was eventually fired by Harvard for his dubious experimen
tation with mind-altering drugs, had been disowned, it seems, by Schultes long 
before-for using the garbled Greek term "psychedelic." Schultes, who knew that 
it should be "psychodelic" ("soul-showing"), evidently considered false Greek to be 
the root of considerable evil (p.l20). 
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The book is dedicated to Tim Plowman, who died young of 
AIDS. It is one of the book's reticences that we don't learn 
whether he was infected by the needle or by sex. Schultes clearly 
worried about Plowman's injecting drugs, an issue I will speak of 
below. Plowman seems to have been a sort of beatnik botanist, 

" inspired and elusive, a hero to the watchful young Davis during 
the common travels in 1974-75 that form the frame of this book. 
Again, what is moving and attractive is that the fierce attention 
directed in common to nature in its variety makes people so 
receptive to friendship-not a normal epiphenomenon, I've been 
told, oflaboratory science. These naturalists feel themselves, at least 
through Davis's eyes, to belong to one, noble lineage, and that is 
one intended meaning of the title "One River" (p. 491). 

Davis's artistry iri interweaving human and plant life is com
bined with writing in which immediacy of impression comes 
together with the vividness of meticulous accuracy to form a 
style rightly called "lyrical" by the Times reviewer, John Hem-. 
ming, himself an Amazonian writer. The language is sufficient 
to produce virtual visibility, so that one all but recognizes the 
photographs-mostly from Schultes' collection. (One complaint 
must, incidentally, be lodged against the publisher: Photographs are 
not captioned and maps are neither decipherable nor indexed; the 
reader has to travel along by dead-reckoning.) One picture, of an 
Indian boy in a beautiful serape holding a blossom, Schultes' 
favorite photograph, is a lovely Amazonian counterpart to the 
numerous flower-presenters of archaic Greek pot painting. 

The dangers and hardships of Amazonian travel add to the 
armchair reader's pleasure. I can't help remarking on a vignette of 
the airplane (rickety flying-crates are one way to cover these 
enormous distances) as seen in the wilderness. When the first 
airplane took off from the town of Sibundoy (in the valley that is 
the site of the greatest concentration of hallucinogenic plants on 
earth) the Kamsa Indians thought that it was a great crucifix with 
a priest floating in the sky (p. 268). It put me in mind, though by 
way of contrast, of the opening of Leni Riefenstahl's notorious 
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masterpiece, The Triumph of the Will, the staged film documen
tary of the Nazi party convention of 1934, which opens with 
Hitler's plane descending on medieval Nuremberg, throwing the 
black shadow of a heretical cross over the city. 

The "Red Hotel" was the name of the truck modified to be 
laboratory and sleeping quarters, in which Davis, the dog, Pogo, 
and Plowman traveled over trackless wastes and precipitous 
mountain highways that kept falling into the valleys to reveal 
within hours what an Amazonian traffic backup is. This book can 
be read as a classical adventure story: making the most of life
threatening mishaps. 

The reportage element comes out in a gripping and persuasive 
reconstruction of some bureaucratic stupidites and expert fanati
cisms-names named. The former shut down Schultes' commis
sioned survey of the wild rubber species and numeration of 
individual trees (!) in the Amazon area and dismounted the 
resulting plantation of specimen groves. This work had been 
inspired by the vulnerability to capture and to disease of the Far 
Eastern plantations during the second World War. A false faith in 
the value of synthetic rubber was part of the "betrayal of the 
dream" of producing fine latex in the region. The latter fiasco was 
the attempt by fanatical scientific do-gooders to eradicate coca leaf 
chewing among an indigenous population that knew what it 
needed for survival. Again, a false identification of potent syn
thetic cocaine with the mild coca leaf was at fault. Davis derived, 
I imagine, some satisfaction from showing that the nature he loves 
is in both cases a more benign provider than the laboratory. 

And that brings me to ethnobotany and psychopharmacology, 
the scientific heart of One River. The methodical collection of 
specimens-Schultes' last collection number was 20210-is what 
a botanist travels to do. If his ability is to recognize variety, his 
triumph is to discover a new species or even a genus, and his glory 
is to have one of these named after him. Schultes had dozens (and 
it is to be hoped that there will be-or even is now -a genus 
Davisianthus or a species x davisii). Ethnobotany is concerned with 
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the local knowledge of the uses of plants. Ethnobotanists are 
therefore part anthropologists. But, above all, they are the respect
ful colleagues of the indigenous experts. Thus the ethnobotanist's 
anthropology is local and universal, both. 

At one point, because he reports with an anthropological eye, 
Davis throws light-just by the way-on a puzzle that has deep 
philosophical implications and is of special interest to me. Among 
professional philosophers there is a great debate, a sub-spat in the 
nature-nurture controversy, concerning image recognition: Is it 
an innate or an acquired ability and are images (including photo
graphs) imitative likenesses or symbolic conventions? The field 
evidence of anthropologists dealing with image-innocent popula
tions is inconclusive. Davis reports that the missionaries who later 
became famous when they were murdered by the Auca made an 
air drop of smiling photographs of themselves by way of introduc
tion. The Auca, a first-contact tribe, had never seen two-dimen
sional images and looked behind them for the dimensional 
remainder of the thing depicted. To me this says that the question 
has been put wrong side up. Not: "Do people innately recognize 
the object represented in an image?" But: "Do they recognize its 
image-nature when they first see it?"-Evidently not. Recognizing 
a likeness seems to come by nature, but recognizing an image as 
an image takes education. Perhaps it even is education. 

Many medicinal uses were known to the Indian ethnobotanists, 
but, of course, the chief knowledge of the tribal shamans con
cerned the psychopharmacological effects of plants and the prepa
ration of potions. How they learned of these properties and the 
often complex modes of extracting, mixing and administering is 
a mystery lost in time; the knowledge is by now traditionally 
transmitted. Most of the vision-inducing drugs of the modern 
pharmacopeia come from the flora of this area, so that it is quite 
natural that the spiritual life of the multitudinous Amazonian tribes 
should be built around the sacralized ingestion of nature's offerings. 

The origin of these practices is often traceable to pre-Conquest 
times. Quetzalcoatl, the ancient deus absconditus, who is most 
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vivid of all the old gods to moderns in search of knowledge or 
regeneration (witness D. H. Lawrence's The Plumed Serpent), is 
depicted in a pre-Columbian document in association with teo
nanacatl, the group of psychoactive mushrooms named in Na
huatl, the Aztec language, "the flesh of the gods." Its existence was 
denied in scholarly circles (peyote not being a mushroom), so 
Schultes, ever respectful of native claims, set off to find it, and 
did. He also identified the other great sacred plant of the Aztecs, 
ololiuqui, a morning glory whose active principles eventually 
turned out to be natural analogues of LSD (p. 121). Schultes' 
progeny, Plowman and Davis, continued the quest for hallucino
genic plants and the rituals associated with tasting them. It should 
be said that only once in all his travels, in 1967, did Schultes come 
upon a "recreational" use of such drugs. It was among the 
Y anomami (who are the most studied tribe of the Amazon, known 
to every amateur reader of anthropology). These people ritually take 
a snuff called ebena, and some of them, who lived near a mis
sion-often the source of disorientation-dipped into the stash 
whenever they felt like it. Visionary drugs were normally a grave 
business for the Indians, though that may have changed by now. 

All three men partook. In general, it is amazing what they were 
ready to put into their stomachs. For example, Davis's willingness 
to enjoy fat grubs, generously sharing them with the village chil
dren, obviously endeared him to his hosts . It is a part of his 
unabashed receptivity. Plowman and Davis also tried yage (the 
pre-Columbian ayahuasca) yoco, yopo and much other potent stuff. 

They did it experimentally-not in the loose-minded sense of 
"experimenting with drugs" but in the serious and receptive spirit 
of careful investigation. But, of course, they exemplified the 
questionableness of all participatory anthropology: half in, half 
out; half celebrants, half observers; half scientists, half adventur
ers. Often the spirit of the place took its revenge: They saw 
nothing and got very sick. 

Sometimes something did appear, and Davis has the memory 
and the art to write of his visions with a vividness that makes his 
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accounts a match for De Quincey' s classic, Con fissions of an 
English Opium Eater (1821). But besides the experimentalist's 
care, Davis also has a sort of innocent gusto, the large receptivity 
I've spoken of, a gusto to know and to know by experience. After 
much self-searching I've come to think-an equally dubious po
sition-that, though on deepest Apollonian principle I'd never do 
it myself, I'm glad he did it. 

What is most deeply interesting in the book, way beyond the 
well-worked dubieties of anthropology, is its approach to the 
visionary spirituality of the peoples that indigenously inhabit the 
continent south of us. Here is where a "Western" inheritor of the 
indirect way to the Beyond, that of sober inquiry, has a chance to 
come to grips with Otherness, with a mode that does not separate 
epiphantic magic from mind-altering pharmacology. Here every 
issue that a sound-minded person most cares about is joined under 
a novel aspect: sanity and the way to illumination, visibility and 
the manifestations of the divine realm, physicality and the gateway 
to transcendence. If anything sensible is ever to be said about the 
great divide between Quetzalcoatl and Apollo, One River will be 
the indispensable source book. 






