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I Hegel's Logic of Desire 

Peter Kalkavage 

There is such divine hannony in the realm oflifeless 
nature, why this discord within the rational? 

Schiller, The Robbers 

To open the pages of Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit is to enter a 
labyrinth. The Minotaur of these regions, the Demon of Difficulty, 
haunts every chamber. The difficulty of Hegel is both legend and 
cliche. It tends to be so great and so persistent, so much a part of 
how Hegel thinks and speaks, that we rtsk losing our way at every 
tum. Early on, Hegel tells us that the Phenomenology chronicles no 
mere path of Cartesian doubt but a way of despair. And yet, how little 
he seems to realize that his book, intended as a ladder to the absolute, 
is itself a way of despair for the would-be reader. 

This essay is an introduction to the Phenomenology of Spirit. I shall 
try to provide a thread to guide us through Hegel's labyrinth. The 
center of this labyrinth is the self; it is the point around which 
everything else in the Phenomenology tums. The word "spirit" or Geist 
that appears in the title, a word that also means "mind," is just 
this-the condition of fully developed selfhood. Hegel's book tells us 
how this condition is achieved. In his commentary on Hegel, Alexan
dre Kojeve begins with the following definition: "Man is self-conscious
ness." My efforts take their cue from this definition and are devoted 
to an exploration of what Hegel means by the self. 

For the most part, I will be dealing with the chapter on self-con
sciousness. But before plunging in, I want to say a word about the 
Phenomenology as a whole and discuss a few of Hegel's basic terms. 

The Phenomenology belongs to a quartet of greatest works on the 
theme of education. The other three members of the quartet are 
Plato's Republic, Dante's Divine Comedy and Rousseau's Emile. De
spite their profound differences, these works have important similari
ties. For one thing, each reflects on education through some 
over-arching story or muthos. In the Republic this muthos is the 

Peter Kalkavage is a tutor at the Annapolis campus of St. John's College. This essay 
was first delivered in lecture form on the Annapolis campus in March, 1995. 
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founding ofthe best city in speech; in the Divine Comedy it is Dante's 
journey to God; in Emile it is Rousseau's fiction of playing governor to 
a child not his own by nature. In the Phenomenology, too, education 
is not simply talked about but presented as a drama or story. It is the 
story of how spirit, which for Hegel is somehow both human and 
divine, struggles to attain self-knowledge. Another similarity is that 
each of these stories is a tale of liberation. Each tells of how man is 
freed from some bad qnd enslaving condition~from either a cave, or 
a dark wood, or the coiTupting influence of society or, in the Phenome
nology, from what Hegel calls "natural consciousness." Finally, and 
most importantly, each work in the great quartet explores the rela
tionship between reason on the one hand and action and passion on 
the other, between man as a thinker and man as the being who acts 
and feels. 

Hegel educates the reader by initiating him into the minds of others. 
To use a metaphor that occurs in the final chapter, the Phenomenology 
is a picture gallery (492). * It presents us with a colorful array of human 
characters or types. Hegel calls these types "shapes of conscious
ness." These shapes are the phenomena or appearances for which the 
Phenomenology seeks to provide a logos or reasoned account. In the 
course of the book we encounter all manner of characters, much as 
we do when we read the Platonic dialogues or when we journey with 
Dante through his three-fold cosmos. We meet the scientist and the 
warrior, the Stoic and the Sceptic, the unhappy consciousness and 
the beautiful soul. Sometimes we meet characters lifted from the 
realm of fiction: Faust, Karl von Moor, Don Quixote, Antigone and 
Rameau's crazy nephew. All have their place within Hegel's picture 
gallery; all are stages on the way to the fully developed selfhood of 
spirit. 

The single most important feature of this array of human types is 
that each embodies or personifies a specific claim to know. This claim 
is put forth by the character as unquestioned and unqualified, in other 
words, as absolute. Absolute knowing is not just in the final chapter 
but permeates the whole. It is present in all the preceding chapters, 
present not as genuine absolute knowing but as the unsubstantiated 
claim to know absolutely, that is, divinely. This clalm to absolute or 
divine knowing Hegel calls "certalnty." Hegel's phenomenologist is a 
combination of impersonator and spy: He must infiltrate all these 
appearances of absolute knowing, enter into the spirit of their char
acteristic certainties, and expose them for what they are-mortal 
shapes or, to use one of Hegel's most beloved words, moments. The 
shapes that come before the phenomenologist, the shapes he has 

* Numbers in parentheses refer to page numbers in the Miller translation, from 
which I have occasionally departed. 
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critically "taken on," are self-refuting; they are consumed in the very 
process of articulating themselves. In the course of witnessing this 
process, a process Hegel calls "experience," the phenomenologist sees 
something positive: He sees the logical order of generation by which 
one shape gives birth to another. In this way he reconstructs the path 
that leads to genuine absolute knowing, to the truly divine. 

Hegel tells us in the Introduction that the Phenomenology depicts 
the education of natural/ consciousness as it "presses on to true 
knowing"(49). The Phenomenology is not about the education of single 
human individuals. As we shall soon see, the individual is at the heart 
of what Hegel's book is all about; nevertheless, no single human 
individual traverses the stages of consciousness. becomes a Stoic at 
one point in his life and gets converted to scepticism at another. It is 
mind or spirit in its universality, what Hegel provocatively calls "the 
universal individual''(l6). that makes the transition from stage to 
stage. The universal individual manifests itself in the valious epochs 
of world history, epochs summed up by the characters I mentioned 
earlier: Antigone, for example, sums up one aspect of Greek ethical 
life. while Rameau's nephew sums up the perversity of the modern 
world of culture. The individual reader, to be sure, goes through all 
the stages; but he does so from the standpoint of "true knowing," that 
is, dialectical knowing. He enters into the labyrinth of each mode of 
certainty vicariously, playfully. He does not lose his way-at least, he 
is not expected to-and he does not share the self-ignorance and 
self-deception of that mode. As Hegel tells us in the Preface, philoso
phy in the form of science has already come on the scene. In tracing 
out the logical thread that runs through all the shapes of conscious
ness, the reader vindicates what he already possesses rather than 
learns what he did not know. Education in the Phenomenology. then, 
is the education not of conscious individuals but of consciousness, of 
universal mind struggling to know itself. What, then, is conscious
ness? Clearly, we must ask this question if we are to understand what 
Hegel means by self-consciousness. 

Consciousness for Hegel is any mode of thinking that is charac
terized by a strict distinction between a thinking subject and an 
external object. "External" here means "external to thinking." Con
sciousness is the subject-object opposition. It is inwardness that is 
outer-oriented, outer-directed. Ordinruy sense experience offers a 
simple instance of consciousness. I see an apple before me. It is one 
thing; I am another. My gaze is directed, vector-like, away from myself 
and towards the apple. This is the attitude of consciousness. Con
sciousness does not give subject and object, perceiver and apple. equal 



4 THE ST. JOHN'S REVJEW 

weight The apple is there, it exists. It would be there if I weren't 
looking at it The apple is assumed by the attitude of consciousness 
to be the real, the substantial, the true, while the light of conscious
ness that falls on the apple is assumed to have nothing to do with the 
apple. In short, consciousness does not merely perceive the object 
but values or esteems it insofar as it is an object; and furthermore. it 
values or esteems it at the expense of the conscious subject. This may 
be termed the prejudic~ of consciousness. 

To educate natural Consciousness is to lead it out of this prejudice 
that "holds up" objects and "puts down" subjects. Natural conscious
ness is man in an intellectual "state of nature." In this state he 
identifies the true with the natural. Now "natural" here means more 
than the apples that exist outside the perceiver. It refers to anything 
that is assumed to have either an immediate existence or an immediate 
truth. "Natural" means "logically undeveloped." It refers to anything 
that is assumed to be true simply and solely on the grounds that it is 
given. This realm of the natural as the mind's undigested "other" 
includes not only sensuous givens like the apple but also, and more 
interestingly, intellectual givens like innate ideas, intellectual intuition, 
the categorical imperative and conscience. Man can even adopt this 
natural atiitude towards himself He can think of himself as having a 
fixed "nature" llke the apple, a nature that is simply given. Dialectic 
in the Phenomenology is the logical process by which the immediate 
is mediated or thought through, As the systematic destruction of all 
givenness, it embodies Hegel's attack on the merely naturaL 

Consciousness, for Hegel, is the human condition from a certain 
point of view. It is a divine condition, too, a mode in which God as 
universal mind appears on earth, appears in and through man: but 
for now I want to focus on the human side ofHegel's man-God identity. 
In the condition of natural consciousness, man finds himself thrown, 
unaccountably, into a whole world of extemal objects. This world 
includes laws, customs and prohibitions as well as apples. In his 
natural or pre-educated condition, man regards all these things not 
only as objects over and against him but also as objects over and above 
him. With all their apparent determinateness and solidity, all their 
naturalness, they lise up before man llke an overbearing autholity 
figure. The attitude of natural consciousness makes the world seem 
that way, invests the merely given with authoritativeness. 

With these observations we begin to see the moral dimension of the 
Phenomenology. Natural consciousness is man's cave and dark wood, 
his condition of bondage. The education of this consciousness is the 
path by which man becomes fully himself or free, free of the tyranny 
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of nature and all the undigested othemess that nature implies. 
Dialectic, as the mediational process by which all givenness is de
stroyed, is not only the path to the true; it is also the path to man's 
highest good in the form of freedom. As we shall see, this good can 
be attained only on the basis of a revision of how we understand 
human desire. Consciousness must get beyond merely looking at the 
apple: It must eat the apple and then suffer the consequences. This 
is what happens at the level of self-consciousness. 

The chapter on self-conSciousness is the most important as well as 
the most dramatic in the whole Phenomenology. It is the point at 
which the book finds its center and true beginning. The three preced
ing stages of sense-certainty, perception and understanding, impor
tant and interesting as they are, form but the prologue to Hegel's 
impelial theme of the self. Now the whole Phenomenology is the study 
of the human-divine spirit in the mode of consciousness, spirit or mind 
caught up in the subject-object opposition. That is why every charac
ter in the book is said to be a shape of consciousness. But the three 
opening stages represent consciousness in its narrower sense. Here 
the thinking subject places the truth squarely in a non-thinking 
object: sense-certainty in the sensuous This, perception in the thing 
and its properties, and understanding in force. These stages are 
objective, not only because they locate truth in an object but also in 
the colloquial sense: They are objective in the sense of being detached 
or uninvolved. The subject here merely "takes" its object. The subject 
is neither practical nor productive; it neither acts nor makes. Nor is 
the object in any way a reflection of the thinking subject: . It neither 
lives nor thinks. The "cool" detachment of these modes of certainty 
stands in sharp contrast with the "heat" of self-consciousness. Self
consciousness is passionately involved with its objects. As we see 
from the opening "fight to the death," its very first manifestation is 
that of extreme violence. When self-consciousness bursts upon the 
scene in the Phenomenology, it does so like Alcibiades in the Sympo
sium-drunk, tyrannical and full of a truth it does not understand. 

The key to the self-consciousness chapter, and indeed to Hegel's 
book as a whole, is the violence with which self-consciousness first 
appears. This violence exerts its influence over all the characters we 
meet in the chapter, not only the warrior and the lord, but also the 
Stoic, Sceptic and unhappy consciousness. Hegel's technical word for 
this violence is negativity; the experiential word for it is desire. In the 
introductory section entitled 'The Truth of Self-Certainty," Hegel tells 
us: "Self-consciousness is desire"(l05, 109). The remainder of my 
essay is an effort to understand this sentence. 
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In order to get at why self-consciousness is violent. let us ask a 
more basic question: Wbat does Hegel mean by the self? Towards the 
end of the Phenomenology, Hegel utters a surprisingly helpful answer 
to this question. He says: "The 'I' is not merely the self, but the identity 
of the self with itself"(489). The self, in other words, is a relation, the 
relation of identity. More precisely, it is the act of self-relation. One 
is tempted to coin the verb "selfing." The self is not something I have 
but something I do;. and this doing is what I most deeply am. 
Ordinarily, when I refer to my self, I refer either to my body or to 
something mysteriously lodged in or attached to my body. I treat the 
self as though it were an object that is simply there-like the apple. 
To recall the three stages of consciousness, I treat the self as though 
it were a unique This that detles language, or a thinking thing with 
properties, or a psychic force. For Hegel all these ways of thinking 
about the self belong to natural consciousness, the condition of 
bondage from which philosopher and non-philosopher alike must be 
delivered. 

Self-consciousness is the spelling out of selfhood as the act of 
self-relating. It is the experience of what it means to say, not just "I" 
but "I am myself." Self-consciousness is the so-called "law of identity," 
"A=A," that has "bubbled up" to the surface of human expe1ience in 
the form of "1=1." My selfhood, my act of relating myself to myself, is 
the law of identity brought to life. For Hegel, this act of self-relating is 
negative or self-contradictory. The reason is that, in being aware of 
myself, I hold myself before myself: I am both subject and object. To 
pursue the spatial metaphor, I generate an inner "distance" between 
myself and myself. In logical terms, I generate the condition of 
selfothemess. Were it not for this self-otherness, I could not be 
self-aware. But clearly I cannot stop at this moment of distance or 
self-otherness, for then I would not be aware that what I hold before 
me is myself. In order to be aware of myself as identical with myself, 
I must generate a distance and overcome that distance in one and the 
same act. Self-consciousnesss is this single act: it is the experience of 
being at once self-same and self-other. We have here the paradigm of 
what Hegel calls determinate negation. This is negation that preserves 
what it negates. In being self-conscious, I negate my simple or 
immediate self-identity, my naturalness, and simultaneously negate 
the negating. Determinate negation is negation with a positive result. 
In this case the result is-me as a self-conscious individual. All this 
explains why the "law of identity," "1=1," is an incomplete or what Hegel 
calls "abstract" truth. It is incomplete because it conceals and even 
seems to deny the moment of self-otherness, without which my 
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selfhood would be impossible. To be grasped in its wholeness, and 
therefore in its truth. self-consciousness must be regarded as the 
unity of the self-same and the self-other. If the logical dissonance 
within this unity ever came to be resolved in the sense of obliterated, 
if logical dissonance were like musical dissonance, I would cease to 
be self-aware, I would cease to be. 

Earlier I sald that self-consciousness was the spelling out of what 
it meant to say "I am myself." What are the moral consequences of 
defining man as self-conSciousness, as the being who says "I am 
myself'? To address this question, we must bring in one of the most 
important terms in Hegel's book-individua1ity. The chapter on self
consciousness is Hegel's exploration of what it means to be an 
tndividual. "I am myself' is the maxim of individuality, the claim that 
captures the individual's certainty of himself as an inward or self-re
lating being. No one who utters this sentence or hears it uttered can 
fail to note its assertive, even militant tone: "I AM MYSELF." "I am 
myself' is not a mere proposition, the mere statement that I happen 
to be identical with myself, but an affirmation, an act of will. In saying 
"I am myself," I stand up for myself; I affirm the value and dignity of 
my being not just human but this human, my value and dignity as an 
tndividual. Furthermore, I assert that this value and dignity derive 
from my ability to say "I am myself," that is, from the sheer fact of my 
inwardness or self-consciousness. In saying "I am myself," in affirm
ing his individuality, man says: "I am an end and not a means, a whole 
and not a part-and I am to be respected as such." In short, this 
self-affirmation, this battle cry of the tndividual, is man's ·:declaration 
of independence." It is man's unwillingness to bow before any author
ity other than himself. 

The willful or militant character of "I am myself' brings us back to 
the violence that defines self-consciousness. The violence we witness 
in Hegel's drama derives from the fact that self-consciousness, as 
Hegel tells us, is desire. What, then, does Hegel mean by desire? And 
why does desire serve to define self-consciousness? 

Like every other character in the Phenomenology, self-conscious
ness starts out in the condition of mere certainty, as an unsubstan
tiated claim to absolute knowing. Here the self is certain, not of 
external objects but of itself. The most immediate or natural form of 
this self-certainty is egotism or amour-propre. Hegel's technical term 
for this egotism is "simple being-for-self'(ll3). At this primitive level 
of selfhood, the individual is all wrapped up in his own utterly private 
perspective on the world. He is, in the colloquial sense of the word, 
subjective. Because of his intense concentration on his exclusive 
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selfhood, the individual is at war with the whole external world, at war 
with otherness. As consciousness, the self was mesmerized by the 
apparent solidity of external objects. This worship of objects vanishes 
with the individual's certainty of himself. To be sure, the external 
world is still there; but it has been demoted. No longer a regulated 
cosmos of independent beings, the world is now fuel for the engine of 
selfClove. 

This negative attitude towards externality or otherness is what 
Hegel means by desire: Self-consciousness is desire because, in the 
condition of radical egotism, self-certainty at its most immediate level, 
the individual asserts himself at the expense of the world. I return to 
the apple of my earlier discussion of consciousness. As a self-con
scious individual, I no longer want to look at the apple; nor do I want 
to understand the natural laws by which the apple grows or falls to 
the ground. I want to eat the apple. The desire to eat the apple, as 
Hegel sees it, does not derive from my hunger for apples. It derives 
instead from my belief, my certainty, that I am substantial while the 
apple is not. I set out to eat the apple in order to prove that this is 
the case, to demonstrate my being and its nothingness. We recall 
Hegel's praise of the animals in the sense-certainty chapter: "They do 
not just stand idly in front of sensuous things as if these pos·sessed 
intrinsic being, but, despairing of their reality, and in complete 
certainty of their nothingness, they fall to without ceremony and eat 
them up"{65). Self-consciousness is deeper than consciousness be
cause it knows the wisdom of the animals: it knows that objects are 
insubstantial. But, as we shall see, it is also more deeply tragic. In 
seeking the annihilation of the world, in giving way to desire, self-con
sciousness kills off the necessary condition for self-fulfillment. 

Hegel's logic of desire is clearly a radical departure from how we 
ordinalily think about desire. Desire in its ordinary sense is positive 
and other-directed. By this I mean that it is the desire for something, 
and that it is the desire for something other than myself. The ordinary 
view is echoed and elaborated in various ways by Plato, Aristotle, 
Aquinas and Dante. Hegel inverts the two characteristics of desire in 
its ordinary use. Desire for him is negative and self-directed. It is 
negative because it is the impulse to destroy rather than to acquire; 
it is more like hatred than love. And it is self-directed because the 
whole point of all this negativity is the selfs affirmation of itself. A 
necessary consequence of this inversion of desire is a radical shift in 
the meaning of a final cause. Man, for Hegel, is not evoked, called 
forth, by some being outside him, neither by the Platonic forms nor 
an unmoved mover nor the grace-bearing Beatrice. He is driven from 
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within, impelled by his very self-certainty to seek the truth of that 
certainty through antagonism towards the external world. What man 
strives for, desires in the broad sense of the term, is not an object other 
than himself, nor a divine condition to which he aspires without ever 
attaining, but his own full self-expression. Man, for Hegel, is his own 
end. This autonomy first shows itself in man's radical egotism, his 
simple being-for-self. 

·Desire as the will to negate is most clearly present in the fight to 
the death, with which the drama of self-consciousness begins. The 
individual in his condition of amour-propre fmds himself in a world 
that includes, not only external objects but also other self-conscious 
individuals, other beings who say "I am myself." From the individual's 
perspective, these other individuals must be "phonies"-thieves and 
usurpers of the sacred pronoun "I." Now, certain as he is of his own 
selfbood, the individual is also aware that that's all he has-mere 
certainty, the untested assurance that he is the legitimate bearer of 
the name "I." Out of this awareness is bom the individual's insecurity 
and his need to "prove himself." In Hegel's language, he is driven to 
raise his mere certainty to truth. Positively, he must prove himself to 
himself. show that his self-certainty is even more important than his 
life. Negatively, he must destroy the merely apparent or false selfhood 
of his opponent, who, we must remember, is also driven to prove his 
self-worth. 

To say that self-consciousness is desire is to say not only that the 
self wishes to destroy but also that it thrtves on what it destroys. If 
the object were irrevocably consumed, consumed once and for all, the 
self would have nothing to "feed off." Since self-consciousness derives 
its sense of self from the negation of an other, the other must somehow 
be preserved even as it is destroyed. In the very first experience of 
self-consciousness, the individual realizes that killing one'S opponent 
is ultimately unsatisfying, that what he really wants is recognition. 
The individual who fights for recognition desires to annihilate the 
otherness of his fallen opponent. He wants to deprive the other self 
not of his life but of his selfbood and individuality, his right to say "I 
am myself." He does so by making the other individual his slave. The 
warrior at this point loses his nobility in becoming a lord. He is now 
"free" to indulge his lower desires: He can eat the apple pie that the 
slave has made. But the slave, precisely through his subservience to 
his master in the form of work, rises above his master. He does so 
because his condition of servitude, not to mention his overwhelming 
fear of violent death, has stifled his former will to destroy, his former 
desire. The apple pie may he food to the master, but to the slave it is 
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a work of art, an independent thing that the slave makes but is not 
permitted to consume. In the independence of the thing, the apple 
pie, the slave sees the embodiment of his own independence as a 
maker or producer. The pie is not just the product of his work but 
the objectification of the slave's act of working, the slave's investment 
of himself in an external object. The lord, on the other hand, remains 
in his condition of desire. Partly, this is because desire, once gratified, 
only repeats itself. I eat the pie, and an hour later I am hungry again. 
The result of giving in to desire is just the reappearance of the desire. 
But even more importantly, the lord can hardly derive much satisfac
tion from the recognition that comes from a debased human being, a 
being who lacks independence. The mastery of other selves is neces
sarily self-defeating. 

The initial war of the selves cannot help but remind us of Hobbes's 
state of nature. Hegel appropriates Hobbes's view that man is by 
nature competitive or warlike and gives it a logical grounding, that is, 
a grounding in the logic of selfhood. What for Hobbes was a fact-the 
first fact-of human nature, is for Hegel the logically necessary 
outcome of the selfs dialectical identity, its dissonance of"same" and 
"other." The individual is by nature at war with other individuals 
because, as a self-consciousness, he is at war with himself. Earlier 
we saw how selfhood for Hegel was the unity of the self-same and the 
self-other. The clearest indication that I am a divided being is the fact 
that I am alive; I am a self-consciousness sustained by and rooted in 
an organic body. My body is an "other" that is at the same time also 
myself. It is also that aspect of my existence that does not have to do 
with dignity and worth. At its most immediate and therefore most 
violent level, self-consciousness, since it is obsessed with self-same
ness as the sole basis for its absolute worth. is at war with its own 
body and life. It feels its manhood undercut or rendered questionable 
by its animality. That is why the waning individual risks his own life 
in seeking to destroy the life of the other, why the fight to the death is 
combat rather than murder. 

The dual or self-divided nature of the self has profound conse
quences for the desire for recognition. For many authors, pagan and 
Christian alike, this desire, so closely connected with amour-propre, 
is held in low esteem. Perhaps the author who puts the desire tor 
recognition in its worst light is Rousseau. For Rousseau this desire is 
not natural to man but artificial: It is aquired as a result of man's 
membership in civil socierty. Towards the end of the Second Discourse 
we are told that whereas natural or savage man lives "in himself," 
societal man "is always outside himself and knows how to live only in 
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the opinion of others." Against Rousseau, Hegel upholds the inherent 
goodness of the desire for recognition. He does so by making it literally 
and necessarily the case that man lives "outside himself." In the fight 
for recognition, this other who stands before me, strange to say, is 
myself. As Hegel tells us early in the chapter, self-consciousness "has 
come outside itself' as an opposition between two tndividuals (111). 
Self-consciousness is one universal self actually divided into two 
individual selves. This numerical duplication is the selfs inner dis
sonance made actual in the external world. If indeed the other 
individual is my own selfbood thrown out in front of me, then my fate 
as an individual is utterly bound up with the fate of this other. I no 
longer have the option of saying: "It doesn't matter what other people 
think of me; I know my own worth." Such "self-esteem" that seeks to 
do without the esteem of others is meaningless: it is a falsification of 
one's own individuality. Hegel gives cognitive value to recognition: 
The violent desire for recognition is in fact the first or most immediate 
manifestation of my desire to complete my vision of myself in this other 
individual, to reconcile the two warrtng aspects of my own se!fbood 
through a reconciliation with this externally existing, actual other. 
The desire to be known by another is in fact my desire to /mow myself 
in the context of a human community. What the combatants do not 
yet know-because they have not yet experienced it-is that genuine 
recognition comes about only if it is reciprocal or shared, only if the 
one who recognizes me is not a slave but my equal. Nevertheless, fuis 
later, mature stage cannot be attained without the oliginal violence: 
Progress for Hegel is made not through smooth degrees, nor through 
the tempering of extremes, but through the pushing of extremes to 
their logical and self-defeating conclusions. The Hobbesian state of 
war, the violence of desire, is the very principle of man's education 
and refinement. 

The negative spirit of desire continues into the second section of 
Hegel's chapter, the section entitled "Freedom of Self-Consciousness." 
The Stoic, Sceptic and unhappy consciousness are all instances of the 
will to negate the world in order to affirm the self. On the surface, the 
Stoic seems to be motivated by will rather than by desire. The Stoic 
affirms himself. He does so not in the external world-for that is the 
place of suffering-but in the unperturbed realm of thought. The 
stubborn inwardness of the Stoic, his will to be himself regardless of 
what happens to his life in the external world, is what makes the Stoic 
violent or, in Hegel's technical meaning of the term, desirous. Scepti
cism is the truth of Stoicism because it unleashes this violence. The 
Sceptic actually carries out the destruction of the world that the Stoic 
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implies and presupposes but is too noble to carry out himself. In the 
move from Stoic to Sceptic, arguments replace platitudes. Through 
his endless paradoxes, the Sceptic shows that the external world is 
riddled with contradiction, that it is altogether tnsubstantial. 

Hegel's account of the Stoic is two-fold: lt consists of both praise 
and blame. The Stoic's freedom is abstract, just as his talk about virtue 
is empty. But the Stoic seeks to express himself and his freedom in 
the realm of pure thtnktng, thinking that is no slave to pictures or 
images. This bond with pure, pictureless thinking does more than 
ennoble the Stoic; it also makes him the precursor of philosophy in the 
form of system, tn particular the precursor of the science of logic. 
Unfortunately, the Stoic resolves to "think positive"; he disdains the 
negative activity that alone could give his thinking and freedom some 
filling or substance. The account of the Sceptic is similarly two-fold. 
The Sceptic frolics tn negation and so holds in his hands the key to the 
divine logos. He, too, is a precursor of sorts. The problem is that the 
Sceptic, who is a child at heart, frolics rather than thinks; he does not 
see the determinate or positive character of his randomly produced 
negations but delights in negation for its own sake. 

We TIO'?f come to the crowning moment of the chapter, to the 
character Hegel dubs "the unhappy consciousness." It is extremely 
important here to remember where we are in the dialectic of 
self-consciousness. As I mentioned earlier. self-consciousness, like 
every other shape in the Phenomenology, starts out in certainty and 
ends up in truth. The truth always contradicts the original certainty. 
The unhappy consciousness, in other words, is not merely the last 
character in the chapter but the negative truth of self-consciousness 
as a whole, the truth that undermines the original effort at self-af
firmation. The individual started out as a proud warrior. He wanted 
to prove that he was simply for himself, that he was "the genuine 
article." In the course of Hegel's drama, the warrior falls; he is reduced 
to the status of the humble Christian, who lives only for Another. The 
wnour-propre or egotism that fueled the whole project of self-affirmation 
at this point is transformed into the obsession with annihilating 
amour-propre, into the hatred of self-interest. the desire of desire. The 
violence of desire, formerly directed towards the extemal world, is 
now tumed back on the self; negativity is now self-sacrifice, and 
self-certainty self-condemnation. 

The unhappy consciousness emerges from the dialectic of Scepti
cism. The Sceptic is self-contradictory. On the one hand, he says, 
"All things are relative"; on the other, he puts forth this teaching as 
absolute truth. This contradiction reveals that there are in fact two 
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modes of thinking, two selves, within the Sceptic. One self is defined 
by its contact with unchanging truth; the other self is defmed by 
thoughts that constantly fluctuate and contradict one another. Now 
the Sceptic, in his childish way, keeps going back and forth between 
these two selves. He is a unity of opposites, but he does not know 
that he is a unity of opposites. The unhappy consciousness is the 
explicit awareness of this unity within opposition. It is, to quote Hegel, 
"the consciousness of Ot;leself as a doubled, merely contradictory 
being"(l26). Ever since sense-certainty, the force of contradiction has 
been at work in every shape of consciousness. But only now does a 
shape actually experience contradiction as such. That is why the 
unhappy consciousness is unhappy. not because there is something 
outside it that it wants and cannot get, but because its "inside," its 
very se!fhood, has been divided and set at variance with itself. To be 
unhappy, for Hegel, is to be "not oneself." 

Hegel's account of unhappiness is logically complex. It is also 
steeped in Christian imagery. I will here confine myself to showing how 
Hegel's sentence, "Self-consciousness is desire," continues to be opera
tive. Desire comes up in the unhappy consciousness in three guises. 
The first I've already mentioned. Since it is painfully aware of its own 
egotism or "sinfulness," the self is continually "down on itself"; it 
desires to be rid of its self-love, which it identifies with the unessential 
or fickle aspect of its being. Secondly, there are, of course, all those 
desires it is seeking to negate, desires that it considers "dirty." But 
the third guise of desire is the most interesting and important. This 
is the longing for union with the one true Self, the "infinite yeaming," 
as Hegel calls it, for God. This is the first time that God comes up in 
the Phenomenology, although, to emphasize God's function in the 
argument, Hegel prefers to call Him "the unchangeable." 

Man started out in the self-consciousness chapter wanting to affirm 
himself as an individual. He tried to validate his self-certainty by 
negating the world. In the unhappy consciousness this negativity, the 
violence of desire, circles back on the self. But in this reflexive and 
self-defeating moment, desire has accomplished something: It has 
generated the new experience of infinite yearning. To the unhappy 
consciousness, this yearning is directed towards God as the sacred 
Other. The unhappy consciousness is the lover, and God the beloved 
object. What the self longs for is to be with God in some hoped for 
beyond. In other words, the unhappy individual labors under the 
illusion of natural consciousness; he is enchanted with some imme
diate given, in this case, a timeless and infinitely remote God. What 
the unhappy consciousness regards as an infmitely remote object is 
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really the divine or unchangeable aspect of itself. This follows from 
the defmition of the unhappy consciousness. The unhappy con
sciousness is a mortal self and a divine self in one and the same 
consciousness; or, as Hegel puts it, it is "the unity of pure thinking 
and individuality"(l30), where thinking is my self-sameness or divin
ity, and individuality is my otherness and mortality. If rightly under
stood, the divine is not a beloved object but man's own selfhood in its 
purely divine aspect,, the moment of man's selfhood that is purely 
self-same. What the self-consciousness chapter dramatizes, then, is 
the logical generation of the divine nature out of the human, the 
generation of the universal self out of the particular. It shows us how 
man, for Hegel, is the father of God. 

What, then, is the true nature of the infinite longing for God? It is 
what we have seen all along as the abiding goal of human striving: 
Man's inner compulsion to be himself, to be fully htmself. What the 
unhappy consciousness interprets as man's erotic longing to be with 
God is in reality man's will to be God, the individual's \vill to be 
universal. Self-affirmation, having fallen to the ground, rises up 
again, this time at a new and higher level, a level that is not charac
terized by desire. Hegel's name for this higher level of self-affirmation 
is-reason. 

In spite of its many subdivisions, the Phenomenology as a whole is 
composed of only three main parts: Consciousness, Self-Consciousness, 
and a third part, which Hegel leaves untitled. Consciousness, we 
recall, was the self's fascination with objects. The apple was an object 
of intellectual reverence rather than something to eat. At the level of 
self-consciousness, the individual regarded the apple only as food, 
regarded the whole external world with all the other sgJves in it only as 
fuel for the engine of self-love. At Hegel's third level. the individual stops 
trying to destroy the world in order to afiirm himself. Here the 
individual allows the world to be substantial. He sets out not to destroy 
the world but to find himself in it. to give worldly substance and solidity 
to his otherwise abstract and purely subjective selfhood. 

In this third and untitled part of the Phenomeno1ogy, the longest 
part by far, man's quest for selfhood is completed. Man becomes 
complete when the logical implications of his self-identity rise to the 
level of conscious experience, when man is explicitly or actually what 
he is implicitly or in his concept. But what is man implicitly? What 
is man's concept? This we have already seen in the earlier account of 
self-identity. Man as self-consciousness is the unity of the self-same 
and the self-other. Man is the being w~jo beholds himself. How, then, 
is man to experience himself for what he is? What can it possibly 
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mean to experience the determinate negation that is logically inscribed 
in man's self-awareness, in man's concept? 

With these questions, I reach the last leg of my journey through 
Hegel's labyrinth. Consider the title of Hegel's book: The Phenomenal· 
ogy of Spirit. Phenomena or appearances, whatever else they may be, 
are outward or showy, while spirit is inward and deep. To give a 
phenomenology of spirit, then, is to give a reasoned account, a logos, 
of what it means for spitit to appear, what it means for the inner to 
make itself outer, for the deep to be showy while still remaining deep. 
For Hegel, the inner and the outer, self and world, are both necessary 
to the full expression of selfhood. That is why desire failed. It failed 
because the individual wanted to affirm himself at the expense of the 
world. If there is no world, or if the world is just a vale oftears, then 
there is nothing solid, nothing objective, in which I might contemplate 
my worth, in which I might behold myself. Just as consciousness, in 
its unreflective piety towards objects, lost sight ofthe true goal, so too 
does self-consciousness in its effort to destroy objects. Complete 
selfhood demands that the purity of thinking and the showiness of the 
world somehow come together, come together in a way that is not a 
mere contradiction or dissonance, as it was for the unhappy con
sciousness. In the account of natural consciousness I gave at the 
beginning of this essay, I laid particular stress on the tyranny of the 
external world. But that is not the only tyranny that besets man in 
his quest for selfhood. There is a worse monster than the extemal 
world. This monster is man's fascination with his own spirituality or 
inwardness, man's tendency to become~a beautiful soul. 

The beautiful soul is a more deeply tragic version of the unhappy 
consciousness. It is also more perverse. The unhappy consciousness 
was a lover; it longed for union with an infinitely remote God. The 
beautiful soul, too, is a lover, but not of an object. It is in love with 
its own inner purity, in love with itself as the Holy of Holies. Whereas 
the unhappy consciousness distanced itself, infinitely, from the one 
true Self, the beautiful soul identifies with this Self, with God in all 
His purity. The unhappy consciousness found itselfhopelesslyworldly 
and carnal; the beautiful soul, on the contrary, foreswears the world 
and the flesh. Regarding itself as "too rich for use, for earth too dear," 
it treats itself as though it didn't even have a body. In Hegel's 
characterization, "It lives in dread of besmirching the splendor of its 
inner being through action and existence"(400). Having turned its 
back on the world, the beautiful soul simply dies for want of a life. It 
vanishes, Hegel says, "like a shapeless vapor into thin air"(400). 
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The beautiful soul dies because it throws away the self-otherness 
that is necessary to man's self-identity. Man cannot be fully himself, 
cannot behold himself, unless he somehow preserves the world that 
stands before him as his "other," comes to regard that world as his 
"significant other." To fulfill the destiny of his self-otherness, man 
must become reconciled to the world's externality. Man's inwardness, 
his spirituality, must somehow come to terms with the outward and 
showy realm of action p.nd existence. 

The phenomenon of reconciliation is the climax of Hegel's story of 
consciousness. At this point God comes on the scene, not as an 
infinitely remote beyond, but as a living presence within a community 
of selves, as the spirit of that community. The last two chapters on 
religion and absolute knowing are Olympian reflections on the relation 
between God and time; they stand above the "way of despair," the 
Golgotha, which the Phenomeno1ogy attempts to give rational or 
scientific form. In this last moment of the phenomenological journey, 
two individuals confront one another, as they did in the earlier fight 
to the death. One judges; the other is judged. The judging individual 
has become enchanted with his own moral austerity, his moral purity. 
He has looked upon the Gorgon's head of pure spirituality and has 
been tumed to stone. His stoniness takes the form of condemning 
others who are not pure like him, the Napoleons of the world, who 
have "sold out" and traded in their purity of soul for outward show 
and worldly preoccupation. The self-righteous individual judges the 
other to be immoral, not because that other has done something 
wrong, but simply because he has done something, because he has 
allowed himself to have an outward existence and a concern for action, 
because he is worldly or secular. To the judgmental individual, this 
worldliness is the greatest betrayal of which a human being is capable, 
the betrayal of the sacred inwardness that alone makes us worthy of 
respect. The judge judges the other to be a hypocrite, someone who 
claims to be spiritual or inward but in fact prostitutes this inwardness 
by worldly action and concern. The judge is the Napoleon of pure 
morality, the emperor of inwardness. He is also a hypocrite, an even 
bigger Tartuffe than the individual he judges. The reason is that 
judgement, which for Hegel must take the form of outward speech, is 
itself an act, a moment of entrance into the external and secular world. 
The judge cannot pass judgement on the other individual without 
becoming like him. He cannot denounce hypocrisy and also remain pure. 

Reconciliation occurs when both individuals admit to being worldly 
and in that sense the betrayers of spirit. Each must confess his 
worldliness. This is clearly a much more dramatic and difficult 
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moment for the judge, since he has to sacrifice his purism, abdicate 
as the emperor of inwardness. As the judge confesses his own 
hypocrisy and forgives the hypocrisy of the other, he gives his blessing 
to the secular world he once had cursed. In this moment of reconcili
ation, each self sees itself in the other and admits to this seeing. Now 
hypocrisy is self-otherness: it is the knowing concealment of one's true 
selfhood, in particular, the concealment of one's worldly self-interest 
and amour-propre beneatl;:t a pious "front." When each self admits to 
seeing itself in the other, self-otherness, the moment of self-identity 
that had been denied for the whole course of the book up to this point, 
at last receives its due. The long-suppressed self-otherness rises to 
the surface of human experience. The most important feature of 
reconciliation is the change that takes place in the relation between 
self and world. With the confession of self-otherness, the external 
world ceases to be the inimical "other" over and against the self; it is 
now the horne of spiritual manifestation, the place of God. 

Reconciliation, for Hegel, is a human experience with a conceptual 
or philosophical meaning. Much more is going on in this phenomenon 
than the individuals involved realize. In the act of forgiveness, the 
hard heart melts. This softening of the hard heart is, in truth, a 
dialectical or intellectual accomplishment. The softening of the heart, 
the loosening of hard being-for-self, is the feeling of dialectical fluidity, 
the feeling of thinking. Now it is the peculiar power and sublimity of 
reconciliation to retain past enmity as something that has been 
overcome. In other words, reconciliation is the experience of determi
nate negation, negation that preserves what it destroys. In this feeling 
of determinate negation, man can experience, at last, the complete 
unity of his self-identity, the being-together of the self-same and the 
self-other. In the section on revealed religion, Hegel gives us his 
definition of spirit. He says: "Sptrit is the knowledge of orteself in the 
externalization of oneself; the being that is the movement of retaining 
its self-identity in its othemess"(459). This is precisely the condition 
that has been dialectically generated in the phenomenon of reconcili
ation. In the confession ofhypocrisy, the two selves "come out" of their 
private selves, become external to themselves while remaining inward 
or spiritual beings. There is now mutual recognition of selfhood, 
unlike the one-sided kind we had earlier. The individuals here have 
experienced the divine in time: They have become reconciled, not only 
to one another but also to the universal self that the individual self 
had unhappily fathered. 

All this, we must note, takes place in and through language. For 
Hegel, the inner must become outer. The inner is by definition the 
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drive or compulsion to be an extemalized inner, an inner that has 
some substance to it. The self-righteous judge must not simply think 
his condemnation of the other; he must utter it, indeed, throw it in 
the face of the other individual. So too, in the moment of reconcili
ation, the two hypocrites must confess their hypocrisy openly to one 
another. 

Now language plays a central role throughout the Phenomenology. 
Even sense-certainty, 1J.P to a point, speaks. But language acquires a 
special importance in the context of reconciliation. For Hegel, lan
guage is not 1nere communication but spiritual or intellectual pres
ence. In Hegel's words, it is "the being-there or existence of 
spirit"(395). Simply put, language is the outward expression of inward 
thought. When I speak, I translate my inwardness into something 
outer and real. I make my thought present for my listener and also 
for myself. Language is thought standing in its own presence, thought 
that beholds itself as thought. But this outward expression is not a 
direct and smooth translation of the inner into the outer; it is not 
without its moment of conflict. To speak is to betray a thought. In 
uttering a thought, I betray it in the negative sense that I tum against 
my own dear inwardness and hand it over to its enemy-the extemal 
world. To speak is to act. Now comes the magic oflanguage, the magic 
that distinguishes language from every other human action. Even as 
I betray my inward thought by making it outer, I turn against this very 
betrayal and defeat the "bad effects" of externality: I betray my 
thought in the positive sense that I express or reveal it as thought. In 
other words, language, the quintessential act of man. is the most 
immediate, most obvious instance of spirit as Hegel defines it-the 
retaining of inwardness in the very act of externalization. Like forgive
ness, language is the overcoming of betrayal in its negative sense. 
Reconciliation is for this reason not just an instance of Speech but the 
logic of the very act of speaking brought to the level of experience. 

In the phenomenon of reconciliation man experiences his true 
identity, experiences himself as the dialectical unity of same and other. 
But man is not fully himself for Hegel until he gets beyond this 
experience and thinks his identity, until he thinks the reconciliation 
of opposites at the level of pure conceptuality-thought without 
pictures. This is the level we reach in the final chapter on absolute 
knowing, the level Hegel calls science. At this level, mind, having been 
purged of all naturalness or anti-mind, wins the condition of complete 
self-identity and freedom. Mind is free to be itself, to lead the life that 
is completely its own. In the Phenomenology, man does not simply 
come to know the truth; he comes to know that he is the truth. He 
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comes to know that his concept as a self-conscious individual is 
identical with the Concept, with the divine intelligibility, the divine 
1ogos, that steers its way through all things. This divine 1ogos, the life 
of pure intelligibility, is embodied in the magnificent Science of Logic. 
By entering into this life of the mind, man enjoys the divinity that is 
inscribed in his self-consciousness. In the spontaneous unfolding of 
what Hegel calls the Concept or Notion-Hegel's analogue to the Platonic 
Good-man enjoys the very principle of his cherished freedom and the 
pure play of his self-identitY. He is transported to the true heaven. 

But the divine life of thinking does not spring full-blown from the 
head of the philosopher. For Hegel, philosophy in the form of science 
is the product of history, the product of human self-identity working 
out its many contradictions in time. The Phenomeno1ogy is the history 
of consciousness, the history of man as a thinking being, put into 
rational form; it is time looked at from the standpoint of mind. The 
world for Hegel is not a cave from which the philosopher tries to escape. 
For one thing, he cannot escape. As we hear in another work, The 
Phitosophy of Right: "Each individual is in any case a chitd of his time; 
thus philosophy, too, is its own time comprehended in thoughts" 
(Preface). But more importantly, the true philosopher will not want to 
escape. AE the friend of reason, he will acknowledge that the world in 
its historical unfolding, the outer world of action and struggle, is 
precisely the path along which wisdom is attalned, or rather, gener
ated out of man's self-conciousness. To be rational, for Hegel, is to give 
the external world its due, while still revering the inward purity of 
thought. It is to acknowledge the world as the home of thinking. This 
acknowledgement is the wisdom at which Hegel's book aims. In the 
Phenomeno1ogy the philosopher "recollects"-to use Hegel's word-the 
laborious process that gave rise to the philosopher's own act of 
thinking. As phenomenologist, the philosopher returns, knowingly, to 
his prephilosophical origins. He enacts what might be called intellec
tual gratitude, gratitude towards Time as the mother of Wisdom. 

I now take my leave of Hegel's labyrinth; I bid farewell to all its 
monsters and heroes. Hegel ends on a grand theological note. He speaks 
of time as the Place of Skulls, where spirit suffers and reveals its glory. 
My clostog note will be far simpler. Hegel cautions us in the Preface about 
our enchantment with things uplifted and remote; he warns philosophy 
agalnst ingratitude toward its worldly orgins. This warning is echoed by 
Zarathustra, whose plea captures the spirit of Hegel's Phenomenology: 
"I beseech you, my brothers, remainfaithjUL to the earth" 
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An Ennobling Innocence 
The Founding of Socrates' Republic 
David Lawrence Levine 

Even the wolf ... Phaedrus, has a 
tight to an advocate, as they say. 

Plato, Phaedrus 

Practical wisdom makes provisions 
to secure theoretical wisdom. 

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 

The Greeks were superficial ... out 
of profundity. 

Nietzsche, Joyful Wisdom 

I 

l. The Deed of Book I 

The Republic opens with an act of force.' Socrates is prevel)ted from 
returning to Athens, restrained by the others to remain below and join 
them in viewing a novel religious procession after dinner (I 327a-8b, 
V 450a, VII 514a-515c; cf. X 614e). He cannot prudently protest. He 
is outnumbered. But nor, they say, will they listen to him. Polemar
chus challenges Socrates to prove stronger than they are (I 327c; cf. 
34lb, V 449b, 450a, 45lb, 474a, VI 500d, 509c). The community of 
interlocutors here constituted is initially founded on force, the funda
mental fact of politics. 

Nevertheless Socrates will try to persuade them of an alternative 
course of action (I 327c, II 357af.). Otherwise he will have to pay the 
penalty of being ruled by lesser men than himself (I 347c). It is the 
task of the wise ruler to seek to transform the city based on force into 
one based on speech (if only on myths and noble lies). This is no 
different for a founder of a community of discourse than for a founder 
of cities. The primary task of Book I of The Republic, then, is the 
foundation of a human mutuality based on an openness to speeches 

David Levine is a tutor at the Santa Fe campus of St. John's College. This essay 
was originally presented as part of a series of faculty colloquia at Oklahoma State 
University (1984). A revised form was delivered at St. John's College, Santa Fe, in 
the summer of 1995. 
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(logical moderation).' Socrates' efforts toward this end, however. are 
complex and, on the surface, quite puzzling. 

2. Thrasymachean Justice 

Following the discussion of Polemarchus's common, partisan 
understanding of justice as "helping one's friends and harming one's 
enemies" (I 33ld-336a, N 442e). Thrasymachus, no longer able to 
restrain himself (cf. I 352c). protests that Socrates' view renders one 
defenseless and vulnerable. Harming one's enemies, according to 
Socrates, was said to be incompatible with justice. Far from sometimes 
having to inflict harm, as Polemarchus thought, justice should seek 
to make us all better. 

"Hunched up like a wild beast," Thrasymachus flings himself into 
the discussion ready "to tear [the interlocutors] to pieces" (I 336b). It 
would appear that Thrasymachus is himself an enemy of logos and 
that Socrates is up against a "wild beast" (cf. III 4lld-e, VI 493b-c, 
496d). But are Socrates and his city in fact as defenseless as Thrasy
machus presumes? Socrates made it plain in the foregoing that one 
sometimes misidentifies one's enemies (I 334cf.; cf. VI 498c-d). The 
question arises what fitting response there is to a Thrasymachus. 

As the Greek proverb has it, Socrates has had his eye on the wolf 
all along (I 336d; cf. III 416a, VIII 565d-566a, IX 576d). One could even 
say that his "nonsensical" and "foolish" argument with Polemarchus 
was designed in part to incite this wolf. Socrates knows Thrasy
machus. 3 He now appeals to him on the (false) grounds that they, 
Socrates and Polemarchus, must have been incompetent." They need 
rather to learn from someone who "knows," correction and betterment 
being the fitting punishment for mistreatment of arguments. Thrasy
machus at first understands this to be yet another case of injustice 
on Socrates' part. Socrates, he thinks, is being his usual self, deliber
ately evasive and disingenuous; he misleads the argument at will. 4 

That's "the habitual irony of Socrates" (I 337a)! Thrasymachus thinks 
he knows with whom he speaks. 

Surprisingly, Socrates' insistence that the just punishment for 
ignorance is correction through learning is accepted byThrasymachus 
(along with some added compensation), For all his supposed wildness, 
is Thrasymachus more moderate and tractable than the city of Athens, 
the city that not only accused but convicted and sentenced to death 
this man who appears to shrink in the face of hurting anyone, even, 
it would seem, his real enemies?5 
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Thrasymachus is willing at least to teach the transgressor a lesson, 
if not of the sort that would make the deficient Socrates better. He 
says: "Now listen ... the just is nothing other than the advantage of the 
stronger" (I 338c; cf. III 412d, IV 442c). This rightly famous statement 
is definitive. But Socrates knows that it needs a closer look. 

3. The Elicitation 

The manner of eliciting Thrasymachus's fuller understanding is 
surprising. Socrates' method involves us in an unusual course of 
reasoning. To begin with, he seems to insult Thrasymachus's and our 
intelligence by introducing an apparently inappropriate counter-ex
ample: Poulydamas the pancratist. Because the latter is strong and 
eats great quantities of meat, does this mean that we too, the weak
lings, must eat large amounts of meat? An oblique example to be sure, 
but one that makes plain the distinction between equalitarian and 
distributive justice. Thrasymachus seeks unequal treatment. 

In his defense Thrasymachus makes it first appear that he holds a 
common view. one shared by many: govemments are the expressions 
of the strongest group (a theory of comparative legitimacy). However, 
in such a view, all govemments are equally legitimate. Were this his 
real opinion, Thrasymachus would be a defender of the legal and the 
status quo. 

To make it clear that this is not so, Socrates reverts to the problem 
of mistakes earlier raised in connection with Polemarchus's·under
standing of justice. Thrasymachus is no less prone to trip over this 
than Polemarchus, for neither considers adequately the role that 
knowledge must play. Thrasymachus is led to make the extraordinary 
claim that he intends "the ruler in the precise sense" only, that is, one 
who not only intends but achieves his own benefit. Socrates cannot 
but wonder what is at the heart of this understanding of human 
excellence. 

Indeed Thrasymachus now insists on this "precise" ruler. The 
presumption implicit in the notion of the precise sense is that oftotal 
mastery: the perfect ruler, infallible, simply does whatever he or she 
thinks. But taken in this way, the ideal of pure action, of acting out 
one's intentions faultlessly, is dangerously ambiguous. 6 Present in 
Thrasymachus's formulation are the ideals both of the philosopher-, 
king (the knowledgeable ruler) and the tyrant (the knowledgeable 
exploiter) (1336a, II 36lb, III 409c-d, V 477e, VII 517c, 518d-e, 519a). 
Though abstracting from the problem of the imprecision of the 
world-one of the fundamental political problems is precisely that 



24 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

people do not know their own good, their own advantage, with 
precision-this formulation will require that we rethink our ambigu
ous thoughtfulness. 

To b1ing the problem ofThrasymacheanjustice to a head, Socrates 
introduces the analogy of the arts. Now art might be seen as concerned 
with its object exclusively, other interests being inessential and ancil
lary. As such, an art can be understood (ambiguously) to "rule over" 
its subject matter. Tflis Thrasymachus readily concedes, but in so 
doing he does not realize that the notion of selfless dedication entailed 
in such a view leads to the opposite of his real intention. Add to this 
Socrates' hasty generalization-"there is no kind of knowledge that 
considers or con1mands the advantage of the stronger, but rather of 
what is weaker and ruled by it" (I 342c)- which in tum is hastily 
generalized still again as "therefore ... there isn't ever anyone who holds 
any position of rule, insofar as he is ruler, who considers or commands 
his own advantage" (I 342e), and we have a conclusion that confounds 
not only Thrasymachus, but us as well. 

Unable to see his way clear of this thicket of tacit presuppositions 
and hasty generalizations, Thrasyrnachus resorts to defamation of 

_character: the sniveling Socrates must have been overprotected by his 
wet-nurse (I 343a). Of all men, he would appear to be ignorant of what 
in Thrasymachus's view-and not only his-is the most significant 
fact of life: the fundamental difference between the shepherd and the 
sheep. It is clear to everyone who has not lost his good sense (I 348d) 
and his way amidst the tangle of abstract arguments that the shepherd 
fatten3 his sheep for slaughter, for dinner and for his and his master's 
bank account, in short "for his own advantage." 

While appearing blind, Socrates' obtuseness yet forces Thrasy
machus to be more explicit. Indeed, only now is the latter candi(l. As 
Socrates suspected all along, Thrasymachus here admits that it is 
rather injustice that leads to happiness: justice only leads to "getting 
less" (I 343d). Not the higher ground of comparative governments, 
then, but the lower ground of acquisitiveness and "getting more" 
(pleonexia) recommends his view. 

By leading Thrasymachus to think that justice understood as an 
art can only serve the good of that over which it is an art "in the precise 
sense," Socrates has forced him to say what he really thinks but had 
been reluctant to put into words (cf. I 336c and 338b). Thrasymachus 
now declares: "as I have said from the beginning"-that is, as he has 
secretly thought and intended from the beginning-injustice is "freer, 
mightier, and more masterful than justice" (I 344c). This is his final 
word. So, having made known his "better opinion" (I 337d), and with 
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no further sense of obligation to the others (I 344e), he prepares to 
leave this community of discourse. 

4. A Questionable Analysis 

The justice of Socrates and the others, however, prevents Thrasy
machus from leaving (cf. I 327a-c). The question of injustice after all 
is not an indifferent one (cf. IX. 545f.). Tyranny is a deep human 
temptation (the dialogue proper is framed by the question of tyranny, 
cf. II 358-367, IX 57lb-d, 592b, X 615a-6b, 618a, 619a, b-d). Behind 
our uncertain conviction that justice is a good lies our experience and 
doubts to the contrary-, as well as the indiscriminateness of our desires 
(cf. I 347e, II 359bf., IX 572b, 588c-9a). 7 Socrates is especia.lly 
concemed with the effect that such praise would have on Glaucon and 
the others (I 34 7 e). He must do what he can. 

Socrates begins his exposition by pointing up a contradiction that 
follows from Thrasymachus's newly revised view. The secret admira
tion of the unjust man clearly violates their earlier agreement to think 
of the artisan in Socrates' precise sense. Precise speech divorces the 
other-concern of the arts from the accompanying self-concern of the 
artisan. Moreover, it makes it appear that the former cannot be a 
means to the latter but is exclusively an end in itself. By appearing 
blind to what in Thrasymachus's view is man's underlying es
sence-his acquisitiveness and desire for more-Socrates again flab
bergasts his interlocutor.' He perplexes him still further when he 
makes it appear that the sought after offices of the rulers are not only 
not choiceworthy in themselves but actually onerous burdens, the 
precise opposite of what Thrasymachus holds. Socrates' arguments 
are stunning; the wolf ceases to howl. 

Yet the claims for injustice, though silenced for the moment, have 
not in fact been refuted (II 358-367). The question remains whether 
" ... the life of the unjust man is [indeed] stronger than that of the just 
man" (I 347e). Socrates therefore undertakes to counter this. 

In Thrasymachus's view what we call justice is, quite frankly, a kind 
of "noble innocence." By contrast, injustice is "prudent counsel" (I 
348c; cf. X 598d). The implicit equation here of the unjust with the 
good and the wise needs to be put into question. Socrates does this 
by interpreting him to mean that "the unjust tries to get the better of 
the like and the unlike" (I 350b), therewith highlighting its implicit 
claims to domination. With the very questionable, indeed false, prem
ise that "each is such as those of whom it is like" (I 349d)-because 
this looks like a good argument surely does not mean that it is a good 
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argument (cf. V 476c)-along with the ambiguous use of the expres
sion "to get the better of," Socrates manages to invert the matter and 
conclude that "the just man is like the wise and the good and the 
unjust man like the bad and the unlearned" (I 350c). Again the very 
opposite of what Thrasymachus holds is made to appear to be so. 

Thrasymachus, silenced again, now sweats, indeed even blushes.9 

He feels what he cannot see for himself, the lack of sufficiency of his 
views. But the cause pf the reddening is not logic, the victory not one 
of reason. He blushes because he has been defeated by rhetoric, by 
his own craft. Thrasymachus has been given a taste of his own justice 
and he doesn't like it. The "advantage of the stronger" all of a sudden 
doesn't feel like justice to him (cf. IX 582a). Nevertheless we witness 
a surprtsing reversal of aggression. Thrasymachus surrenders. From 
now on, he says, he'll just "nod" like an old woman listening to tales 
(I 350e). 

This is not the end of Socrates' logical rapaciousness, however. Next 
he considers whethe_r injustice is "more powerful and mightier" than 
justice (I 35la). Shunting the question of the injustice of others from 
view, Socrates points out that injustice seems to lead to "factions, 
hatreds and quarrels." In light of this it would appear that an unjust 
society is inherently unstable, indeed bent on self-destruction. Apply
ing this to an individual, it would seem to follow that injustice renders 
one "not of one mind with himself" and "unable to accomplish 
anything" (I 35le-352a). History notwithstanding, the unjust would 
seem to be intrinsically ineffective. Tyrants are not capable of the 
enslavement of whole peoples. Indeed it appears to be a logical 
impossibility. 

Socrates' amazing resourcefulness-his word wizardry-proves too 
much for Thrasymachus (and us?). If Thrasymachus was compliant 
before, he is totally acquiescent now. The wolf bares his belly. Recog
nizing Socrates' logical ravenousness, Thrasymachus concedes yet 
again: "Feast yourself on the argument, for I won't oppose you ... " (I 
352b). He is defenseless (an oblique proof that tyrants are ineffica
cious?). Yet he should oppose Socrates. That there is some measure 
of disorder among thieves surely does not mean that thieves are totally 
ineffective. Socrates has only shown that it is not the injustice in the 
"precise sense" that Thrasymachus imagines. This is hardly decisive 
(as Socrates admits at I 352b-c, 11 361 a). 

The banquet and the feasting are not quite over, though. "Come ... 
fill out the rest of the banquet for me," is all the word-weary Thrasy
machus can now muster. His innermost thoughts have been made a 
meal of. The last argument in this three-course dinner concerns the 
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question whether the unjust "live better." "They look as though they 
[do] ... ," Socrates grants (I 352d; cf. II 358-367, III 379c, X 613a). His 
reply tums on the meaning of the middle term arete, or excellence. 
Socrates would have it that each species, indeed each functioning 
being, has a special "work" (ergon) that "one can only do with it or best 
with it." Indeed the soul has its excellence as well. The good life, then, 
is not possible without it. Therefore the life of injustice cannot be better 
than that of justice. ClearlY the argument rests on ambiguity: the 
ambiguity of "the good life" and of excellence itself. w 

After such a dizzying argument, Thrasymachus can only hope that 
Socrates' logical indulgence is at its end, that he has had , as he says, 
" ... his fill at the festival of Ben dis" (I 354a). Socrates' eagemess has 
led him to giuttony, however. Indeed he even regrets what he has done: 

I am like the gluttons who grab at whatever is set 
before them to get a taste of it, before they have in 
proper measure enjoyed what went before ... I have not 
had a fine banquet, ... it's my own fault ... " [I 354b; cf. I 
337a, 340d, II 357a, 358b, Ill 413b). 

Above all, the question of the supelimity of justice to injustice 
remains. The claims for injustice are only further accented by Socra
tes' own actions. Hasn't Socrates unjustly treated the arguments, 
unjustly treated Thrasymachus? 

II 

5. Socrates' Self-indictment 

What is one to conclude from this strange business? Socrates was 
indiscriminate, Thrasymachus undiscriminating. Socrates' own self
assessment is categorical: "as a result of the discussion, I know 
nothing" (I 354c). This is neither modesty nor irony. Indeed the fearful 
prospect presents itself that we are in an even worse position with 
respect to the question of injustice than when we began (as Glaucon 
and Adeimantus see well, II 357a). 

Thrasymachus was light: Socrates feasted himself on the argu
ments. And although it was the case that he saw what Socrates had 
done to the other interlocutors better than he was able to see what 
Socrates did to him, still it was true, as Thrasymachus observed, 
Socrates did not come out from behind his questions (cf. I 338b). And 
if one can infer the intention from the result, one might suspect with 
Thrasymachus that Socrates was bent on victory and advantage after 
all. This supports the popular suspicion of Socrates' dialectic as 
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essentially dissembling and destructive. But do Thrasyrnachus and 
the populace know Socrates? 

This master of the logos and of question and answer astonished us 
with his numerous fallacies and paralogisms, yet he was victorious. 
(If we could offer a casual list, it would include: oblique examples, 
deflecting abstractions, rampant ambiguity, obtuseness, evasion of 
the issue, and, for want of a better phrase, preposterous counterfac
tualism.) Although e)ements of his arguments were defective, the 
argument proved overwhelmtng as a whole (cf. VI 487b-c). We cannot 
avoid the conclusion that Socrates not only knows rhetoric in the 
abstract, but that he is a master of it in practice. 11 Horrible to think, 
he knows how "to make the weaker argument the stronger." This 
disappoints our modem expectations. We would rather have seen 
Thrasyrnachus defenseless before the onslaught of a rapier-like and 
trenchant logic. 12 This wasn't what happened. Thrasymachus "was 
tom to pieces" (cf. I 336b) to be sure, but he is a victim of his own 
sophisticated trade. 

This is potentially disillusioning. We are made to wonder about this 
figure before us. Was the respect we had for Socrates not based on 
careful insight into who he is? He used word wizardry: he violated 
logical rules. The question is what he does with this ambiguous 
knowledge. Has he committed an act of injustice? If so, should we not 
join with the people of Athens and indict Socrates for-sophistry? But 
"like" is not the same as "is," no matter what Socrates may have said 
earlier to the contrary (cf. V 476c, X 596e, 598a, 60lb, 607a). 

6. Prelogical Prologue 

Indeed before we condemn him, let us recall the cin:;umstances and 
context of the discussion. At the very outset of the dialogue. we 
encountered the basic fact of political life: force. There it was made 
clear that unless people are willing to listen, force will rule unchal
lenged. In this way we were brought to realize too that a community 
of discourse should never be taken as a preexistent given, for it is not 
"by nature" but is a human accomplishment and as such is precart
ous. A community of speech is always vulnerable to deteriorating into 
a community of force. Logos, then, is not the uncontested ruler of 
human affairs. There are preconditions to its holding sway. Socrates, 
then, has first to attempt to lay the foundations of an altemative, more 
rational and juster community. 

And it was the figure ofThrasyrnachus, more than any ofthe others, 
that threatened the openness and mutuality necessary for discussion. 



LEVINE 29 

·Thus, before Socrates could persuade Thrasymachus of any 
truths-and before logic in its refined and schematic forms could have 
any approprtateness and reasonable effectiveness-the "wild beast" 
either had to be done away with (cf. the treatment of Cephalus) or 
"tamed" (cf. I 354b, V 470e). Socrates chose the less violent, altemative 
course. He knows Thrasymachus (cf. I 327c, VI 498c-d). But even so, 
one does not, indeed cannot, tame with logic those who do not listen. 
In this political sense, logic is not an independent science, nor is it 
first in the order of human things. Even it presupposes the political 
arts. 13 

We need, then, to acknowledge the political function of speech, the 
founding function of speech above all. Without it there exists no arena 
for dialogue or for thought. A contextiess speech falls to communicate; 
"mere words'' do not speak "to" anyone. It is thus a very great reduction 
to think that logos can be properly translated by "reason" or "logic." 
There is more to logos than in our overly abstract and reductively 
narrowed sense of philosophy. 

Otherwise, we will not be able to see that, despite the "blunders," 
what is enacted here is a just logos in deed. Book One ofThe Republic 
is precisely what it is, the first and preparatory book to that which 
follows. As such it is also an indispensable prtmer in political founding. 

7. The Logos of Force 

One may object that Socrates has gone too far in his forceful 
"taming" ofthe "wild beast." Even accepting the necessity of moderat
ing and taming that which, if given enough rein, would overthrow the 
very basis of the life of dialogue, we might yet regret that the vital 
Thrasymachus has not only been logically reproached but, further, 
denatured and incapacitated (cf. VII 519e, IX 590c-d). 

Such a view rests on an underestimate of opinion. Despite the fact 
that Socrates everywhere insists on a distinction between opinion and 
knowledge, it is yet a significant misunderstanding to think that for 
him opinions are ever "mere opinions." Although knowledge has "a 
greater reality" (V 477e-8a), opinions should not be discounted to the 
point that we no longer see their consequential natures and human 
or political significance. Above all, they are not a thing of the mind 
alone, confined to some restrtcted sphere of self-relation called "sub
jectivity" and thus a matter of "personal perspective" with no beartng 
on life and action. The medium of the polis and of human life is opinion. 
We are doxic beings. 
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Opinions, then, are not disengaged abstractions but first of all 
expressions of a particular opiner. Truly candid opinions {those not 
interposed to camouflage our secret thoughts). once elicited, are 
revelations of the being of the speaker, who he or she is. We choose 
what we think; we act out what we think; we live what we think; we 
are what we think (the multiple difficulties therewith notwithstand· 
ing). Opinions define the person, then. They are formative-preform· 
ing, informing, transforming, deforming-and thus they bespeak and 
perform a life (IX 574d). Socratic discussions seek to go to the quick 
and expose the deeper "logic" beneath: the defining logos of a soul, 
and thus constitute a philosophical psychoanalysis ("the art of creep· 
ing into souls": IX 576a·7b, 578d, 579e; cf. VI 500d). 

Thus it is not a matter of abstracted definitions, but of the lives 
they bespeak-here the secret admiration for the tyrant -that needs 
to be our principal focus. And it is this "opinion," given its potential 
for immoderation and anti-political "getting more" (a more serious 
form of ravenousness) that has to be called up short, not for Socrates' 
"advantage," but for the community of those around him, especially 
the young Glaucon. Beneath the appearance of a defense of what is 
properly "one's own," the city. is hidden Thrasymachus's profound 
longing for that which would ravish the city. an offensive and glutton· 
ous self-assertion (a more serious form of dissembling). It is thus just 
punishment and necessary corrective therapy that such persons be 
stunned, deflated, and dispirited, at best as a preliminary step toward 
their improvement, but if not as a way of preventing harm to others. 
And this is what Socrates seeks to do at every turn by demonstrating 
that not only is Thrasymachus wrong but the very opposite of what 
he says is true. 

Despite the fallacies, can such a therapeutic and prudential1ogos 14 

be considered unjust. indeed illicit? At the very least: it is dedicated 
to the well·being of "that toward which the art is directed" and thus 
epitomizes the true art of the guardian "in the precise sense. "15 The 
just guardian, we learn later, cares for the city as a whole (V11 519d·e, 
IX 586d·e). Is this the "foolish shepherd's art" of which Thrasymachus 
was so contemptuous? 

8. Socrates' Contrariness 

Socrates then is not simply being contrary. True, everytimeThrasy· 
machus asserted something, Socrates sought to "prove" the very 
opposite, 16 and this even if it meant proving the contrary of what 
everyone knows to be true. The term "contentious" thus fails to 
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describe his activity. Socrates appeared to deny the importance of 
such central issues as self-defense, human error, and self-interest for 
this discussion of justice (and by extension for political philosophy). 

He began by appearing to deny the right of self-defense. He seemed 
to deny the traditional conviction that the city must protect itself and 
restrain, indeed punish, wrongdoers. The ever-present threat of exter
nal enemies did not ever seem to warrant doing them harm. From this 
it appeared that there was, no such thing as a just restraint. This rightly 
tnfuriated Thrasymachus's sense of order (if only that of the rule of the 
stronger), for such a view undermines the security of any city. 

Then Socrates proceeded to deny the political importance of human 
error (despite 1334cfand 339bf, VI and VII). The discussion of the arts 
"in the precise sense" eclipsed the matter of misjudgment and errancy. 
Would that errors were not a serious problem and we did not have to 
pay for the consequences of people's mistakes. 

But above all, the discussion of the arts and their total dedication 
to that toward which they are directed eclipsed the fundamental 
question of self-interest. The result was that human acquisitiveness 
and pleonexia were rendered secondary in this, a discussion of 
political philosophy. The human being was equated with the artisan 
and thus. confined to a single, selfless in teres tin the good of his subject 
matter alone. There are numerous consequences of such a simplifica
tion of human intentions (IX 57lb, 572b, 573a, 588b-589b), but by 
far the most significant is the apparent denial of any human desire 
for domination (cf. X 615bf. and 619bf). He denied, on the· one hand, 
that rule could ever be to anyone's advantage and thus was not 
choiceworthy, and on the other hand, that rule, if ever secured, could 
ever be harmful. Sheep are not ever the victims, in short, of anyone's 
self-interest. As such he totally obscures what in Thrasymachus's 
view, and not only his, is the fundamental fact of politics. Such, then, 
were Socrates' arguments. 

Thus the question emerges, why would anyone interested in politi
cal philosophy ever want to consult The Republic? Why such political 
innocence, if not blindness? 17 The answer is not simple. Formally this 
is the price one has to pay for premises that demonstrate that injustice 
is not simply to be equated with worldly wisdom or human excellence 
of any sort, that human history and experience notwithstanding, 
injustice is not mightier than justice but is the opposite, impotent and 
incapable of wreaking havoc on us all (II 358b, 367d-e, III 392b, V 
472e, VI 497c, X 612c). This is a comforting thought, worth hanging 
one's hopes on (II 368b). The overall effect of this section, then, is to 
quiet our concems about the injustice of the world and to temper our 
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political ambitions to get for ourselves what we would not, in our 
unjust world, otherwise receive. Is this not an act of justice in its 
noblest, if innocent, sense? 

But our first response may not be adequate. If we look at the 
dramatic argument as a whole, and not simply at some abstracted 
segment. we see that Socrates, far from denying these things, has in 
fact defended himself quite well (V 464e), that he has ensured that his 
greater self-interest not be denied, all in his overall attempt to forestall 
the destructiveness of human error. To illustrate how the deed may 
well be different from the word, let us recall the logos that seemed to 
argue against any restraint, even a just restraint. Was not its effect 
an exemplification of the proper exercise of such restraint? Wasn't its 
intent to restrain logically Thrasyrnachus's excessive readiness to 
inflict harm on others and dominate the discussion? Indeed its 
consequence was the total suppression of his dialogic ambition or 
thumos. Thus only on the surface did the logos make it appear that 
political life is to be disarmed and rendered vulnerable. The deed 
makes manifest what the words shrink from overemphasizing for fear 
of fanning the indiscriminate fires of righteous indignation. 18 The 
argument at its core and taken as a whole is fully cognizant of the 
need for a just restraint but aware also of the possible abuse to which 
such a conviction could lead in the hands of some. Justice is more 
than right arguments or over-generalized principles. 

9. Frtendship and Community 

Socrates knows Thrasymachus. Above all he knows that he is not 
an irreconcilable opponent (V 470e, VI 498c-d). Thrasymachus, a 
professional rhetorician, is open to, indeed vulnerable to logos. Soc
rates has thus sought to tame him with words. Once confuted, the 
beast grew gentle. Thrasymachus is thus susceptible to a persuasion 
of a higher sort than brute force, susceptible therefore to an act of 
helping and moderating justice (V 47la, X 599c-600e, 604c-d). 

Because of this, Socrates tn this case could defend himself without 
hurting others (cf. VII 525b). Justice, then, is not a matter of the 
extremes, "helping one's friends and harming one's enemies." Socrates 
demonstrates a third possibility (1327c): he tums an apparent adver
sary into a potential, if precarious, compatriot (Vl 498c-d, 598d). 
Sophists are not always the unalterable opponents of the city they are 
sometimes made out to be (cf. VI 492a). In some cases there is an 
alternative. 
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The capacity of speech to influence others is thus broader and more 
mantfold than we are accustomed to grant. As we saw, it is not the 
trenchant cutting of an incisive logic but that of his own craft that 
brings about the reversal. Though self-conscious, Thrasymachus is 
not fully self-knowing. Despite his profession, he does not realize the 
full potency of logos. Above all, he does not realize that questions can 
be as devastating as any authoritative declaration: they may not have 
the face of wolfish boldness. yet they can go for the jugular. 

What is undeniable about Socrates' peculiar manner of speech and 
argumentation is that it opens up opinions and reveals their innermost 
intentions. He brings the interlocutors to say what they think but 
would not otherwise say, and to say what they did not expressly think 
but harbored deep within. He pries open what is sealed with embar
rassment, lack of candor, self-ignorance, or by our numerous mecha
nisms for not facing ourselves or the truth. His irony, his feigned 
obb.:;seness, his purported incompetence, his exaggerated self-depre
ciation, all serve as negative pressure, so to speak, to force into the 
open those cherished and protected self-defining opinions that we 
would prefer remain behind the scenes. Such a diagnostic logos is 
worth our attention. 

Such an exposition, then, is undertaken by Socrates, also in the 
interests of friendship or justice (1 35ld, X 62lc). This is not suffi
ciently appreciated. The most unexpected and significant event of the 
whole of The Republic is Thrasymachus's staying and growing involve
ment in the common task of disclosing this complex thing called 
justice. Logos has had a moderating effect even on him and has thus 
made it possible for him to become a participating member of the very 
community that he earlier sought to abandon, if not also to dominate 
(cf. I 336d, V 450h, VII 52la, X 600d). This is both good for him and 
for those around him. For now, this city won't have this wolf threat
ening its fold (III 415e-6a, V 450c). 

10. Socratic Justice 

It is thus the case that throughout the discussion Socrates' phrone
sis and justice is more outstanding than his truthfulness. The reasons 
begin to emerge. 

Above all we recall the lesson of the discussion with Cephalus. 
There it becomes plain that simple truthfulness fails to fulfill the 
greater demands of human responsibility. Simple truthfulness can be 
indiscriminate and lead to harm (V 459c-d). Opinions, too, can be 
harmful, as we saw from the exposition of Thrasyrnachus's secret 
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intention. If arete follows logos, then discretion is the better part of 
nurture and politike. Socrates' argument was thus at pains to conceal 
wherein danger was to be found. The action of the conversation 
exemplifies the broader notion of justice and responsibility implicit in 
Socrates' criticism of Cephalus's traditional view. Justice is surely not 
something that can be indifferent to human consequences. 

So too, we see that the careful notion of justice implicit in Socrates' 
actions is imbued witl;l the positive element of Polemarchus's defini
tion of justice. Socrates seeks to help his frtends and not let them 
harm themselves (nor does he precipitously and falsely judge as an 
enemy one who isn't [Ill 414b, V 450 a·b, 45la, 470b·c, Vl 498d, IX 
589e, X 62lc]). It was for their well-being that Socrates obscured the 
problems of human nature and power {or in the modem sense, of 
politics as such). He- has· sought to prevent the excesses of an 
unreflective self-interest and partisanship, that is to make his friends 
and us better, not worse. 

And, lastly, in seeking the true advantage of those over whom he 
rules in speech, and not his own advantage narrowly conceived, he is 
the just ruler "in the precise sense" (cf. Vl 503b). Thus he even fulfills 
the unintended truth ofThrasymachus's definition. In every way that 
the discussion considered in short, Socrates' logos is a just speech. 

The price of such justice, however, is not small; his cause for 
dissatisfaction is genuine. The gain is not small either. His salutary 
distortions allow those present to think of politics, not in its most 
reduced form as a matter simply of self· preservation (cf. VIII 547e)-a 
negative and defensive form of politics (realpolitilc)-but in a positive 
and formative way, as the precondition of human excellence. By 
obscuring the threat from without and from within, we can now look 
undistracted to ourselves and consider what is necessary, not simply 
for survival, butfor higher human accomplishments (a partial antidote 
to cynicism. estrangement, and disaffection). Socrates' discussion 
with Thrasymachus thus shows that. while he is not blind to the truth, 
neither is he blind to the good. 

Book One of The Republic is thus an act of political justice as well 
as political founding. Socrates has laid the foundations for a commu· 
nity of speech and human excellence (VI 540a·b, X 613d). As part of 
its founding and refounding, a city requires the continual reintegration 
of centrtfugal individuals. Polemarchus, in contrast to his father, has 
stayed, and so has, to our great surprise, Thrasymachus. Though not 
disposed to at first, people have been opened up and are listening. 
They can now become participating citizens of their community (i.e. 



LEVJNE 35 

are properly politicized). We are in the company, after all, of the sons 
of the Best (VI 500d)." 

But even more than that has been accomplished. By eclipsing 
certain issues for now, Socrates has simplified and moderated the 
participating reader's thumos; by pricking our logical interest, he has 
at the same time engaged our thumos (IX 58la, 586d). Ever since we 
too have been committed to the perpetuation of this community of 
speech (cf. V 450a-b). The )1igh art of the founder, psychagogia or the 
leading of souls, works its' powers on us as well (VI 500d, VJI 519c-d, 
X 599c-600e, 604c-d).20 

Notes: 

1. All quotations are from The Republic of Plato, translated by Allan 
Bloom, (New York, 1968). On the title see; The Repubtic I 348c; also II 
377d et passim, 378d; lit 409a and VII 539a. This interpretation has 
sought to follow the commentators in the dialogue, Socrates, Glaucon, 
Adeimantus, and even Thrasymachus, noting their dissatisfaction 
with the course of the discussion in particular (I 337a, 340d, 341b, 
354b, II 357a, 358b, III 413b). Our premise is Jacob Klein's insight 
into the mimetic character of the dialogues: a dialogue about justice 
has also to be an instance of justice. Cf. Aristotle, Poetics l447b9-l0; 
Klein, A Commentary on Plato's Meno, (Chapel Hill, 1965), pp. 3-31; 
Leville, "Plato's Arithmological Order of Being," The Southwestern 
Joumat of Philosophy, XI (Summer 1980). pp. 109-128. 

2. This community at the very least needs to be one that will free Socrates 
from the restraints of others and at its best do justice to his and our 
natures (VI 497). 

3. By contrast, Channides and Critias, far less dedicated to speeches, 
are not so resistible, and thus their dialogic future (the one to be 
numbered among the Ten of the Piraeus, the other among the Thirty 
Tyrants). Cf. Channides 157c, 176d; Levine, "Tyranny or Ignorance: 
On the Enigma of Socrates," Essays inHonorojRobertBart, (Annapo
lis). 1993, pp. 143-154. 

4. Cf. The Republic III 394d where Socrates says ambiguously that he is 
following wherever the argument, compared to a wind, leads. But an 
unpredictable wind can in no way serve as an image of logical 
necessity or of prudential guidance. Openness to new implications is 
not the same as insight therein. 

5. Apotogy of Socrates 18a-19a. 
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6. That this is an exaggerated response, Glaucon makes plain at II 36la. 

7, Cf, TheRepublicX619b-d. 

8. The distinction between a self-interested and a selfless or other
directed art is odd (I 345d-7b). How can one serve one's own interest 
without doing something in particular? Thus, although they are 
distinguishable in speech, are they separate in being? 

By distinguishing the art of moneymaking or the wage-eaTiler's art, 
Socrates does acknbwledge that there is at least one self-interested 
art. Moreover, as the city in speech is constructed, there is not a 
separate sub-class of moneymakers, but all artisans are "wage-earn
ers." And given the extraordinary restrictions placed on the guardians 
(above all V 457d-47ld), one comes to see that one of the foremost 
problems dealt with by the founders is the self-interest of all the 
citizens. The soul, uniquely self-relating, is an essentially self-refer
ential, if not also a self-interested being. While a complicating factor, 
the issue is thus unavoidable (cf. III 409d-e, 4llc, lV 430e-2b; 
Timaeus 98a, Phaedrus 245c-6d, Laws X 895e). 
The introduction of the distinction does invert Thrasymachus's 

self-priority, making what he thinks primary, self-interest, supple
mental at best to the non-self-serving aspect of the arts, that for him 
are but the means to his securing his advantage. 

9. Blushing might be thought the quintessential self-reflexive human 
act. Is it not Montaigne who gives us the epigram, "Man is the animal 
that blushes?" {Nietzsche's Zarathustra also says that "Man is the 
beast with red cheeks.") While this moment of uncontrollable self
demonstration shows that Thrasymachus is no more than a man, the 
question remains how deep and defining his or anyone's sense of 
shame is. Is it more than a momentary or situational reddening? 

10. The latter pervades The Republic, The question from the very beginning 
has been the question of arete: whether natural individual perfection 
is the same as moral or political excellence, especiaily conventional 
moral excellence. 

11. Socrates' persuasion is not simply for the sake of victory, omarnent 
or self-aggrandizement. His rhetoric is rather in the service of his 
newly founded community. Above all it isn't blind to the consequences 
of its speech {I 33lc). His is a mode of political discourse that first 
seeks to establish the conditions on the basis of which something like 
a responsible "rational speech" can have a place in human affairs. 
One may object to such an instrumental {prelogical} use of speech. 
But does the means negate the end? And is a city of force preferable 
to a more refined community? 

12. This hope has led to a scholarship of rationalization or an attempt to 
justify and validate invalid and uncogent arguments, a modern ver-
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sian of the ancient skill. Is not one of the principal functions of logic, 
though, the identification of the weaker argument as weaker? 

13. If changing a soul is not the same as refuting an argument, if Socrates 
is genuinely concerned with his interlocutors and not simply with 
their abstract "positions," and if those with whom he speaks aren't 
listening (I 327c) and aren't tnterested in "the choice oflives" (I 344e, 
X 608b}, then "logical refutation" amounts to "smoke and non-sense" 
(IX 58ld). Socrates' response, his elenchus, has to find a different 
mode of access, one that makes dialogue-a community of speech
possible in the first place (IX 582a), Cf. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 
VI 1145a6 

14. On the therapeutic logos, see The Republic II-III, X 608a. It is difficult 
for some to allow that Plato is practicing what he has his character 
Socrates recommend (cf. III 387c). 

15. Compare the discussion of"the true political artist" at Gorgias 521c. 

16. Cf. Symposium 214d; Klein, J., Greek Mathematics and the Origin of 
Algebra, translated by E.Brann, (Cambridge, 1968) p. 97 (alsop. 95). 

17. Cf. Callicles' criticism of philosophy as politically naive (Gorgias 486f.). 

18. To pacifY the overly aggressive is not the same as passivism. Hence 
Socrates understands Thrasyrnachus's criticism of the dream of the 
latter as dangerous. He proceeds stepwise: first tame the wild, then 
enlist the moderated, and only thereafter can one prepare the judi
cious use of what otherwise would be reckless. 

19. Hegel too has seen that the face of the dialogue is a problem, although 
his account is quite different. For him The Republic is an atavistic 
document: "the want of subjectivity [in The Republic with its "denial 
of individuality"] is really the want of [subjectivity in] the Greek moral 
idea" Lectures on The History of Philosophy, translated by Haldane and 
Simson, (Lcndon,1892; 1968), vol. II 113-114; also "Preface," The 
Philosophy of Right, (Oxford, 1967), p.10. However, as he also recog
nizes with notable penetration, the introduction of the sophistic 
principle of individuality comes with great risks (Lectures on the 
History of Philosophy, I 365, 373, 354-5, 433; also Philosophy of 
History, New York, 1956, pp. 265, 269). As a result, one might for good 
reasons not want to overemphasize and promote it. Hence the extraor
dinary care with which Socrates treats Thrasyrnachus. 

20. Everybody who will listen has remained. Those who were problematic 
have been tamed~a wonderful, if improbable, outcome. Justice based 
on a just rhetoric has brought about an uncommon harmony and 
friendship (I 351d, 369b, N 443d). But a city based on friendship is 
not the typical political community. For this reason, it is emphasized, 
we are tn the company of "the sons of the Best" (cf. II 368a, N 427c, V 
450d, 479a, IX 580b-c, also I 338d, 351d, II 381d, V 477d, VII 536e). 
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Plato thus poses the prospect that one can be civilized and political 
without becoming slavish (cf. Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, sect. 
11). 

2l.Alexandre Kojeve's claim that "history" is the perfecting, i.e. moderat
ing, influence on the tyrant thus appears dangerous wishful thinking 
(".Tyranny and Wisdom," in Leo Strauss, On Tyranny, New York, 1963 
pp. 143-188). That the tyrant will not remain an island of self-seeking 
unto himself but ~11 submit to others for "recognition" is a hopeful 
sentiment. It is optilnistically rendered here but not borne out by the 
rest of the dialogue. Thrasymachus does seek reputation and recog
nition. But were it not for Socrates' skill, it would only fuel his desire 
for mastery. A more extreme case is Critias in the dialogue Channides. 
The historical figure's "tyrannical procedures"~Kojeve's value-free 
euphemism for the tyrant's cruelty-are adopted without reservation 
precisely because others always remain a means to his private 
advantage. 
Ifhistmyis allowed to judge for us, then we do not judge for ourselves. 

"Liberty is endangered when its power finds no obstacles which can 
retard its course, and give it time to moderate its own vehemence" 
Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, translated by Reeve and 
Bowen, (New York, 1945), p. 260. Dialectically put: has it not been 
the sad history of those who have allowed the tyranny of the actual 
that it led ineluctably to the actuality of tyranny? 



I The Past-Present 

Eva T. H. Brann 

Tonight I want to state, and even to overstate, what I believe to be a 
tnlth about the Program of St. John's College. What makes the tnlth 
worth considering is that it goes against the plain appearances and 
against what people, quite understandably, say about us. 

I want to state this truth especiaily for the freshmen, the newest 
members ofthe college, who might be surprised to hear it. And I want 
to overstate it, because a sharp finite pronouncement is probably the 
most productive prelude to the chief part of any Friday evening, which 
is the question period. It is then that I can modifY, qualifY, perhaps 
even retract what I am about to say. But before I state my truth, let 
me say something to the freshmen about all such opinions. Many of 
you have probably already guessed that this Program of learning is 
like an iceberg, which has a visible tip that swims along on a 
subaquatic mass nine times the size of the visible part. It is perfectly 
fine and profitable to attend entirely to the brilliant tip, to study the 
superlative books and acquire the liberal skills set out in the Program. 
But some of you will wish to dive from time to time into the murky 
depths to inspect the contestable theory that supports the Program. 
The statement I am about to propose belongs to this netherworld. 

I say that as students of the St. John's Program we have no interest 
in the Past. None. What I mean is that care for the past is not one of the 
features that makes this curriculum what it is meant to be. This school 
has no institutional interest in what has gone by and passed away. You 
might say that we let bygones be bygones. I assert this in the face of the 
obvious fact that almost all our books, scores, theorems, and experiments 
have authors that are, as human beings, long dead and gone. 

When I say that we do not care about the past I am not particularly 
thinking of the fact that we do not study history as a field. After all, 
we do not study any of the other normal university disciplines either 
-sociology, geology, psychology. We do read the two authors who are 
generally agreed to be the founders of history. However it is not clear 
just how much interest these writers had in the past. Herodotus 

The Dean's lecture was delivered on September 2, 1994, al the Annapolis campus 
of St. John's College 
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introduced the word history, historia, for his composition concerning 
the Persian War, but the Greek word means primarily an inquiry. It 
has the same origin as the verb for knowing: a histor is someone who 
knows, not necessarily things remote in time. Even when it is taken 
in the current sense, history has a relation to the past which is anything 
but straightforward. After all, History with a capital H, that is, the 
public memory of events in the past, comes into being after history with 
a small h, the work of reconstructing the past, has been done. Some 
people go so far as to claim that historians in telling their plausible and 
timely tales do not reconstruct so much as construct the past, so that 
the past is an invention ofthe present. I might say that I cannot quite 
believe so extreme a claim, because I know of some histmians who are 
less truthful than others and therefore of others who are more truthful 
in trying to determine the deeds done (these are called facts) and the 
times assigned to them (these are called dates). Facts and dates form, 
of course, the skeleton of history. I do believe that something definite 
in fact happened at a certain date, but I doubt that it is in principle or 
in practice possible to find out what that was, and I am pretty sure that 
it ought not to be our business here to learn what others thought 
happened or to try to find out for ourselves. The reason is that the 
recovery of the past from its fragments is a practically infinite and 
intellectually tricky task that requires a completed liberal education. 
In short, you learn to do it in graduate school. 

Yet, as I said, the fact that we have no department of history, or 
that some of us have misgivings about the relation of history to the 
past that was (meaning the past that really was and is really gone). is 
not what makes me say that we have no interest in the past. 

Nor could I possibly say that as private persons many of us lack 
interest in the past. Many of us are ardent time-travelers. We like to 
go sight-seeing in temporally distant places. For example, in my free 
time I like to read about the Aztecs of Mexico and the Incas of Peru. 
Part of that interest is, to be sure, intellectual and is closely connected 
to the fact that I function in a program that deals exclusively with the 
Euro-American West, so that any light that is thrown on this tradition 
immediately draws my attention. In the case of the Aztecs and the 
Incas it is the evidently irresistible potency of the West, the power to 
conquer, to coopt and to corrupt that is sometimes luridly and 
sometimes tragically illuminated. I have in mind the awful fates of 
those two great kings, Montezuma of the Aztecs and Atahualpa the 
Inca. Both of them-canny, sophisticated potentates-gave them
selves, like rabbits frozen in a trembling panic, into the treacherous 
hands ofthose two conquistadores Cortez and Pizarro, whose scruffy, 
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diminutive bands had only a few horses, a few guns, limitless greed, 
and impregnable faith in the Cross, to oppose to the two huge 
magnificent royal armies. Naturally I would like to know, if history can 
tell me, why the West always conquers and conquers so completely 
that all resistance assumes the means and terms of its enemy. 

But learning lessons, if there are any, is not my best reason for 
reading books of history. Mostly I want to see new worlds. No city, 
except perhaps Athens, has a more beautiful past behind its ugly 
present than Mexico City. Bernal Diaz, the soldier-chronicler of the 
Conquest. who rode with Cortez, says this of ancient Mexico City, 
Tenochtitlan, set in a great lake covered with floating gardens: 

When we saw so many cities and villages built in the 
waters of the lake and other large towns on dry land, 
and that straight, level causeway leading into Mexico 
City, we were amazed and we said that it was like the 
enchanted things related in the book of Amadis be
cause of the huge towers, temples, and buildings 
rising from the water, and all of masonry. And some 
of the soldiers even asked whether the things we saw 
were not a dreaJTI. 

The book of Amadis, Juniors will know, is the romance that inspired 
Don Quixote. 

The hanging city ofMachu Picchu, a fortified outpost of the Inca empire, 
rediscovered accidentally in 1911, also has a weird and wonderful beauty, 
which I simply have in my mental picture book of ancient marvels. 

And that seems to me to be the main attraction of the past- that 
it adds worlds to my world, and bygone beauties to a present dimin
ishing in beauty. It does so much as does fiction, only with the 
strangely moving modifier of real past existence. I read history duti
fully for information, I consult historians somewhat skeptically for 
illumination, but I am in the past unclitically as in a romance, like 
Bernal Diaz when he saw Tenochtitlan. For the past is primarily a 
place (we will see that all talk of time is infected by spatial metaphor), 
a romantic place, as the present is prosaic and the future uncanny. 
Perhaps we can talk about this claim, that the past is the place of 
romance, in the question period. 

II 

This might be a proper spot to collect the reasons I can think of 
why anyone should, and why many of us do, care about the past, if 
not as students and tutors in the Program, then as human beings. 
For the two are not entirely coincident. 
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1. Well, then, I have just mentioned the romance of time travel. I am 
persuaded that all devoted archaeologists and historians begin as 
temporal romantics, though it is their professional obligation not to 
let on. When, some thirty-six years ago, I was a practicing archaeolo· 
gist-which means someone who gives an account of very old things 
-I was not too young and naive to get pleasure from watching each 
of my revered elders in the excavation at Athens talking in carefully 
damped scholarly prose about the particular period for which I well 
knew each cherished a hopeless passion. It was like listening to a 
lover giving a disingenuously objective account of the one face about 
which that is really impossible. 

2. A second reason why people do care about the past is, as I have 
already mentioned, that they hope to learn its lessons. Sometimes they 
mean to use the past to lay the past to rest, for it is said that those 
who are ignorant of the past are doomed to repeat it. One book of 
essays we study, the Federalist Papers, is full of such a use of the past. 
The eighteenth paper, for example, written by James Madison, is a 
study of failed Greek confederations, intended by horrible counterex· 
amples to point the way to a successful federal structure. In other 
words, the past can be used like our personal memory, as the 
depository of accumulated experience. 

3. For some, the past is treasure trove and the way to it a treasure 
hunt. The origin of archaeology was largely in grave robbing and gold 
digging. 

4. Eventually the passion for lost beauty and lost treasure turned into 
a sober science of carefully recorded diggtng below ground and meticu· 
lous mapping above ground. The passion of discovery and acquisition 
yielded to the more temperate but equally tenacious passion for detec· 
tive·like tnduction, and for accuracy, cataloging, and tabulation. 

As the past below the earth is carefully brought up and recorded, 
so the past above ground is carefully preserved and restored. Time· 
reservations, such as Williamsburg, are established somewhat in the 
same spirit as that in which in Victorian times the woman of the house 
would maintain a "good" parlor-a place protected from the wear and 
tear of daily life. 

Thus nostalgia is legitimized by academic discipline, and the past 
is ·preserved in a form more pristine than it had as a present. 

5. A peculiarly contemporary way of dealing with the past is to put 
energy not into digging out the roots of the present but into inventing 
them. Such inventions are platn lies, told by people, usually profes· 
sors, who should and do know better, to people who have no way to 
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be critical-told for dubiously therapeutic reasons. The people who 
participate in these self-deceptions tend to understand that the 
passage of time confers honor and that the past plays a role in 
establishing what is nowadays called "identity.'' 

6. On the opposite end with respect to motive and honesty is an 
academic way of occupying oneself with the past that is exemplary in 
its rigor. It is represented by the university discipline called "history 
of ideas." Here past and bygone notions evoke a meticulous recon
structive interest, and are objectively reported as beliefs that used to 
be believed. I have always been puzzled by the strong attraction of so 
bloodless an activity. 

7. A last, and to my mind best, way of having close relations to the . 
past that I have observed is the way of revival, rebirth, recovery, 
renascence. It is an act of pure imaginative vitality, of which the 
greatest histmical example is the period called the Renaissance. Its 
mode, which can be reactivated anytime, and certainly right here and 
now, is to attempt to revivifY a golden antiquity while succeeding in 
bringing to life a resonant modernity. 

Each of these ways ofbeing involved with the past has its dangerous 
and debilitating aspects. The romantic attachment to the past, which 
is called nostalgia, is a form of sentimentalism. The lessons of history 
teach everything and nothing. The earth's treasures are no longer for 
the taking, and robbing graves is in most countries plain illegal. The 
exact recording and reconstruction of the relics of lost worlds imposes 
an abstracted rigidity on the messy life that was. Self-invention with 
respect to the past is also self-delusion. The meticulous study of 
superseded opinions is even drearier than the trendy courting of 
current ones. There are two ways of mummifYing the past: by not 
letting it die and by not letting it live. 

On the other hand, to be disconnected from the past is also a 
pathology. A human being that lives merely in the present is less than 
Euclid's point that has no parts-it is a dimensionless being that lacks 
even a location. For such a memory less being has no path behind, no 
human lineage .. It seems to me part of our human location in the world 
to feel sometimes some sorrow at all the worlds that are lost and gone 
and some elation at all the civilizations to which we are heir. This 
function of pity and love for the sheer goneness and absence of 
previous worlds and people, a sense not so much of personal as of 
generic loss, seems to me a necessary part of one's humanity . 

Therefore I do think we ought to be sometimes somewhat in love 
with what I shall call the past-perfect, the past that is finished, has 
passed away. 
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III 

I think the time has come to analyze more soberly what is implied 
in caring about that past-perfect, that fmished past. In all such caring, 
this seems to me to be the essential element: The past is the temporally 
absent. As students are not usually marked absent from a class in 
which they have not been previously present, so absence in time 
implies an earlier presence. The future is not. to my mind, temporally 
absent, because it h&sn't yet been present. Therefore the essence of 
caring about the past-perfect is a relation, be it of love, hate, or 
fascinated indifference, to what was. "Was'' is the past tense of "is." 
"Was" is an "is" that is no more. (Let me interject here the thought 
that "no more" need not mean "nevermore," for I am not at all sure 
that the adage about not turning the clock back is true. I think we can 
turn the clock back at a blink ofthe will. It is only a question of cost.) 

"Temporal" as in "temporal absence" is the adjective formed from 
time. To think about the past it is thus necessary to think about time. 

I have read an estimate of the number of publications conceming 
time: Since 1900, there have been 95,000 books, and since 1990 well 
over 90,000 articles. Of these writings I've read perhaps forty-five, 
among them the eight or nine that seem to matter most. They do all, 
apparently, agree about this-that time has two major aspects: Now 
and Then. They also agree that Then in tum has two aspects: Before 
and Mter Now or Past and Future. Beyond these three aspects or 
phases of time, Present, Past, and Future, everything is debatable. 
The Now presents a set of puzzles first set out by Plato in the dialogue 
Parmenides. The order of importance of the phases, the direction in 
which they advance, the substantiality of time itself, the relation of 
time to soul-these and many more issues are treated by Aristotle, 
Augustine, Plotinus, Kant, Hegel, Husser!, and Heidegger. Most of 
these you will in fact read in the next four years. What I will say tonight 
will be almost culpably sketchy. 

And first I have to observe once more, without stopping to dwell on 
the reason, that it is practically impossible to speak of time and its 
phases without using spatial metaphors. The past particularly is in 
its very name metaphorical, for "past" is related to "pace" or step, and 
to "passage" or a going by; past means, as I have said, by-gone. 

Let me now give you the features that I think of when I reflect on 
the meaning of the word "past." 

l. It is one of three times or phases of time "in" which an event can be. 
Notice the space-like location of events implied by the preposition "in." 
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2. It is what was. Notice the apparently unavoidable contradiction of 
the tenses used in this description. 

3. It is present for us in two ways, externally and internally. Notice 
that the past is present for us as memory (an insight I have borrowed 
from Augustine's Confessions), and that memory has two storage 
spaces, so to speak. One is in our souls. It is described beautifully by 
Augustine as a "spacious and infinite inner sanctum" (X, 8). A being 
without such an inner rodm is one for whom nothing has significant 
connotations or imaginative penumbras. 

The other memory space is outside. It consists of all the testimo
nials, be they writings or objects, that have survived into our present 
as evidence of past life. As I have already said, it seems to me that a 
person who has no knowledge of these reminders of our human 
antecedents is an unanchored and untethered being. 

4. My fourth and final feature of the past is the one I have just 
mentioned: the gravity of our attitude toward it, whether it is to be 
deliberate denial, laborious reconstruction, shameless invention, nos
talgic luxuriating, or free appropriation. Notice the implication that 
our position with respect to the past is at some point a most deliberate 
choice with wide consequences to our life. 

IV 

I now feel entitled, and perhaps even obligated, to say outright how 
I think we should bear ourselves toward the past and how We should 
live with it. 

There are past-related pathologies that seem to me particularly 
sick. One is the condition of those people, descrtbable as galvanized 
zombies, who live in a frantic present, without a moment's collected 
contemplation. This mode is practically definitive of contemporary 
life. The other is the luxuriating nostalgia of Poe's Raven, who croaks 
"Nevermore." This mode is practically definitive of romanticism. 

For my part I think the past is indeed a place in which to take refuge 
when it is necessary to pull back, to contemplate life and mull things 
over. The present is the phase for brisk deliberation, decision, and 
action, for being in that sleepwalking state in which we do, more or 
less surefootedly, the one thing needful just now. In visiting the past, 
whether in books or places, we get longer, more serene views. 

In the past too the open-ended passage of moments turns into 
completed tales, from anecdotes to myths. 

In it, moreover, are to be found the models for our actions and the 
patterns for our demeanor, without which it is impossible to shape a 
distinctive self. 



46 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

And finally the past is to be appreciated as a double source of 
dimensionality, a source of solidity and ghostliness at once. For, as I 
have already intimated, it is the past that adds a dimension to the 
here and now, which would otherwise be a mere momentary facade, 
a painted curtain stretched over nothingness, floating into a shapeless 
future. It is the past that gives this moving front of present appear
ances some sense of solidity, of having endured and betnghere to stay. 

The ghostliness I pave mentioned is really the same effect tn a 
different mood. When I was in Japan I saw in the enclosures of 
Buddhist temples trees with prayer strips affixed to the branches, 
fluttering in the wind. So also memories of the past attach themselves 
to places and flutter about them, giving them an attendant ghostly 
life. To be sure, not all locations are equally good ghost-catchers-for 
example, to my mind, this auditorium is not as good at it as our Great 
Hall over in McDowell. 

v 
Now I want to recall to you the claim that set me off. paradoxically, 

on this praise of the past. The claim is that whatever attachment we 
do and ought to have to the past privately, as students in the St.John's 
Program we have none whatsoever. It is a claim I mean to argue even 
in the face of the fact that we study hardly any contemporary book or 
subject, and that almost everything we pay attention to is rather old 
-or as Francis Bacon says, very young, since the older a production 
is, the closer it is to the childhood of humanity. 

To develop my opinion, I want to put before you, and to distinguish, 
three terms. They are History, Tradition, and Past. I don't feel much 
obligation to define them here. When people say "Define your terms," 
they usually mean to turn a conversation into a debate. But although 
I am putttng forth my claim with a certain panache, I would like it to 
be the beginning of a conversation rather than an argument. So I shall 
offer a mere collection of the connotations that I personally intend, 
first putttng some prelimtnary effort into distinguishing these terms. 

I have already said something of the Past. The past, I say, is what 
is absent tn time, bygone. It is a kind of folk wisdom that the past 
was, meaning that it is a bygone present, and that it is therefore in a 
way that neither the moving now nor the unhappened future is . 

. History, of which I have also spoken before, is the deliberate 
account given of selected past events or conditions by historians, 
whom we may call public memory-experts. History depends on the 
fact that human affairs assume distinct shapes, either as discrete 
notable events like revolutions or as continuous but noticeable con-
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ditions like social movements. History with a capital H is recon
structed in histories with a lower-case h by means of written and 
tangible testimonials. The writing of history is therefore, as I said, a 
research activity, and its study from books requires the experience 
necessary for a critical review of the use to which the testimony is put. 
All writing of histories that 1 know of rests on the faith I have already 
mentioned, that human time on this earth organizes itself into dis
cernible entities that hape some relation of cause and effect. This 
fundamental axiom of all History is no stronger than a hypothesis 
because, since events are always demonstrably unique, no one is in 
a position to show for sure that a given outcome was lawfully caused 
by a given antecedent. You might call this historian's faith a post hoc, 
ergo propter hoc disposition. This Latin tag means: "After the event 
and therefore because ofit," and we all tend to believe it. I'll give you 
two personal examples: I ardently believe that I could be bam in 
Europe only because Leonidas and his three-hundred Spartan held 
Thermopylae for a while against the Persians, and I ardently believe 
that I could flourish in America only because Abraham Lincoln was 
president when the Union was threatened. But who could prove that? 

The deeds that make up History are alive insofar as we feel their 
effects reaching into the present and dead insofar as the sheer increas
ing weight of intervening human moments push them tnto the ineffec
tive distance. Since the fall of Troy in 1183 B.C., 100,189,872,000 
seconds have gone by-and anyone who has ever had a sharp pain or 
keen sorrow knows what a second is, each an etemal moment. Most 
of History is truly gone by, only dimly and diffusely related to our lives. 
The historical past is prologue but not present. 

VI 

So we are left with the third term, Tradition. The word literally 
means a "handtng down" of the past to the present. Often it means 
ritual that has been taken over and respected because it has long been 
established; thus Shakespeare speaks of"respect, tradition, form and 
ceremonious duty" (Richard II, III, ii. 173). There is however, another 
strong and significant usage. The word is often used of the literary 
and textual tradition, the set of books that have survived because 
people have respected and protected them and have handed them 
down, mostly in those book-reservations called libraries. This tradi
tion includes only a small part of the writtngs of the past. We can hope 
that it is an advantageously sifted past, and that the best books are 
the ones that survived, but we cannot be sure. For example, of 
Sophocles' 123 dramas only seven are extant, one eighteenth of the 
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output of Athens's central tragedian. From the vicissitudes of war, 
like the-allegedly-accidental burning of the huge library at Alexan
dria during Caesar's siege of the city in 48 B.C., to the deliberate 
torching of books conducted by the Nazis in Berlin in 1933, from the 
mildew of forgotten trunks to the acid bum that is eating up old books 
in contemporaxy libraries, circumstance has played a large role in the 
selection of the written tradition, since it is handed down physically. 
That we are lucky both in the losses and in the survivals, that what 
survives is both the best and somehow coherent, is a faith, a reason
able faith we have in the discrimination and care of our predecessors. 
In sum, we believe that the past has preserved for us plenty of great 
books, and they seem to speak to each other. 

How does this tradition of texts, be it texts of words, or mathematical 
symbols, or musical notes, differ from the other remains of the past? 

Let me use as an example our own McDowell Hall, the pride of the 
Annapolis campus. Our Director of Admissions, John Christensen, 
probably the faculty member best known to the freshmen, has put 
together a handsome and informative volume about this "historical" 
building. 

McDowell was begun in the 17 40s and by 1799 it housed all the 
functions of St. John's College, which had been chartered in 1784. In 
1909 it was burned down to just above the first story. The then-principal, 
Dr. Fell, wrote that the students "ruined their suits of clothing to save 
the building and its contents." This dreadful catastrophe inspired 
some dreadful student poetry about old McDowell, who, it was written 
in the yearbook, "has perished in the flame ... and she's nought now 
but a name." Which was as wrong as the poem was bad, because she 
rose, like a phoenix: from the ashes, to be continually used as our main 
building. In 1989 McDowell was again gutted, this time for a deliber
ate and beautiful renovation and modemization. 

Here is the contrast between our building and our books, the 
contrast that is relevant to my point: We can modernize old buildings, 
install new operational systems, modifY unsafe or inconvenient fea
tures. We cannot do that to our books. Modem paraphrases or 
bowdlerized versions will not give us new improved up-to-standard 
texts, but travesties. Secondly, we can live comfortably and purpose
fully in our building without understanding it, or with only a dim sense 
of esthetic satisfaction, yet without knowing the underlying construc
tion or even seeing the elegantly rational hierarchy of its elevation. But 
we can't live with our books unconsciously. Everything depends on 
maximum awareness of detail, structure, purpose. A dim sense of a 
great text is almost a contradiction in terms. 
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Therefore, the books of the past differ from the buildings of the past 
in the manner of their renovation-the renewal of the books excludes 
comfortable remodeling and trouble-free use. We have to do it their 
way. They would seem to impose their past on us. 

VII 

But actually the case is just the opposite. Because we have to 
engage the books of the tr'lldition as they are and with all our available 
awareness, they are notin the past, but in the present. There are not. 
except in incidentals, bygone. What they say to us is what they have 
always said, and they say it now and always now. 

There is the simple past, the once-and-for-all past, which is absent 
except in memory or in monuments. But there is also a past which 
may be named after the grammatical tense from which I took my title: 
past-present. It is a nice fact that there are certain verbs in English 
as well as in Greek that display this past-presence dramatically. The 
English "can" as in "I can" is actually a past from a verb meaning to 
know, as in "cunning," or German, kennen. Past knowing is present 
power; to have learned is to be now able. Similarly, the Greek verb 
for "I know," aida, is a past form of the verb for seeing; to have seen 
is now to know. That is what the grammarians call the past-present. 
It brings a past form into the present tense. 

The tradition, as I understand it, does the same. It presents a past 
thatis not absent but present- if we let it be. I can think of a powerful 
image for what I mean. When Odysseus goes into the undetworld the 
diaphanous shades flutter about him and cannot attain to living 
presence until he lets then drink from the pit of sacrificial blood (Book 
XI). The books are, with our encouragement, capable of taking life. 

VIII 

To understand the tradition of books consciously as I have deline
ated it, you have to be willing to entertain a very powerful-and very 
controversial-set of beliefs. There is, I hasten to add once again, also 
the possibility of just reading the books receptively. It is perfectly 
profitable, and even sound, for students to read thoughtfully without 
reflecting very often on the conditions for reading. But you might want 
to consider them sometimes, so here are the beliefs that I think 
support the idea of the tradition as a past-present. 
First: I think that, in order to believe that there is a past that is 
present, you have to believe in the unity of literate humanity. You 
have to imagine the thinking and writing human species as living 
below the threshold of natural evolution and also as standing in some 
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part outside the vicissitudes of history. For example, I believe that a 
certain young man called Glaucon, one of Plato's older brothers, if he 
were present tonight, might be puzzled and disgusted to see a female 
in unbecoming dress address the public and utter decided opinions. 
But although he might not get over the indecency of it in one lifetime, 
I believe this time-immigrant would undergo the same naturalization 
as does a contemporary space-immigrant. He would pick up our 
customs and prejudic\'s and begin to be involved with us. He might 
even enroll in the Graduate Institute. His intellect would be engaged 
even tf his sensibilities continued to be outraged. My guess is, he 
would imperceptibly become acclimatized until he loved this place 
better than that time and could bear to return to Athens only in the 
manner of a loquaciously superior tourist, as happens to most of us 
immigrants when we try to go "home." 

So much the more readily would his quicker and deeper younger 
brother be naturalized, especially since he would already have under
stood, and as I think, respected, democratic life. For he had observed 
that the kind of free discussion concerning the choice of a way of ltfe 
and of a political constitution that his Socrates carries on, happens 
naturally in democracies (Republic VIII, 557). So conversely, since we 
can readily imagine him thinking with us, we can pick up his writings 
and think with him. For these writings are meant to be ahistorical in 
the sense that we can, in imagination, discount historical circum
stance. Of course old books will refer to past prejudices and preoc
cupations, but we, by trying to understand what it means to be 
prejudiced and preoccupied, will soon learn to read around what is 
simply past in old books. 
Second: A closely related belief maintains that we have not only been 
the same rational species throughout recorded time, but that we do, 
in fact, have the same preoccupations, the same queStions as even 
our remotest ancestors, provided only the level of formulation is deep 
enough. We must feel a little queasy at the sanctimonious superiority 
with which people who think they preeminently tnhabit the present 
condemn the opinions of people who lived in the past. But let me 
choose items on which positive contemporary opinion probably really 
is on safer moral ground, say, the position of women, the exposure of 
children, the owning of human chattel. We do, whatever our local 
conclusions may be, at the least share the questions (perennial 
questions, as they are rightly called) concerning human equality, the 
right to ltfe of the very young, the inalienable freedom of individuals. 
These problems you will recognize as not dated at all. 
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But the argument that we are, at least in our questions, alike 
through time, could be tumed against the tradition. If at a level 
properly established nothing changes, neither human nature nor 
human preoccupations, why bother with older, Jess accessible ver
sions? If concems are perennial, why not seize hold of them in the 
present from? 
Third: Yet two additional beliefs address this reasonable point. One 
is the belief hom of experience, which I for one hold with equal 
amazement and fervor, that there is a palpable distinction between 
good and great. Good books are written all the time and they lean in 
fuendly fellowship on their great relatives. But those great ones are 
few and far between. There seem to be times, to be sure, when they 
are bunched together. It is probably that inexplicable fact, that 
miracle of history, that makes us think of centuries as if they were 
breeding grounds: the fifth century B.C. for Parmenides, Aeschylus, 
Sophocles, Euripides, Socrates, Plato; the sixteenth century for 
Luther, Bacon, Shakespeare, Galileo. But however they seem to be 
bunched or strung out on the tablets of time, these writers are rare 
and-I will say this most controversial thing-absolutely great. As you 
know, this faculty, your tutors, claims for itself-some might say 
arrogates to itself-the judgment and the choice of books. We have 
many gross and subtle criteria, which we might wish to discuss in the 
question period. The first one for me was formulated by the teacher 
who introduced me to Homer and won me for Classics, back in 
Brooklyn College in 1950. I recall a student asking her in a bright 
and impertinent tone-we were a bright and impertinent lot-what 
made her know a great book, and she said in the throwaway voice of 
utter conviction: "It makes my hair stand on end." 

One answer, therefore, to the desirability of taking up books 
ostensibly written in the past is that the tradition is a very slowly f.tlling 
treasury. We are too poor in the present to be able to afford the loss 
of this inheritance. 
Fourth: But one more belief, complementary and even antithetical, is 
needed. When the past is regarded as presenting unique and irre
placeable treasures to the present, one dimension of human thinking 
and imagining is disregarded. We live, as I said before, at the front of 
a facade of time, a facade propped up and given solidity by the past 
behind it. It is not that we need to think of the past as determining 
our thinking. Thought is by its nature capable of thinking anything 
at any time. Yet it is a fact, perhaps a paradoxical fact, that we live 
with inherited opinions. It is a paradoxical fact because most opinions 
are held thoughtlessly; they are unthought thoughts. It is a very 
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different thing to inherit a book and to inherit an opinion, not only 
because the books reach much farther back than the opinions, but 
because the books become ours only by an effort of appropriation, 
while the opinions are what we effortlessly just have. They are part 
of that ever-advancing, ever-changing facade called the present. 
There is no denying that the facade progresses, not necessarily in the 
optimist's sense of getting better but in the neutral sense of going on. 
For while the questiops may stay recognizably similar, the answers 
change drastically, by creeping evolution or abrupt revolution. Yet it 
seems that the more radical a new departure in thought is intended 
to be, the more it is shaped by its origin, be it through the precise 
contradiction involved in a sharp rejection, through the careful recon
stnlction required by a conscious recovery, or through the conversa
tional continuity encouraged by a receptive response. 

It follows that the tradition, as I understand it, is for us not only a 
treasure house for any time but also a key to our specific present 
condition, to our understanding of private and public humanity, of 
nature and of divinity. One way or the other-as suppressed antithe
sis, as deliberate reacquisition, or as conversational partner- it props 
up our present, and on our knowledge of it depends our critical 
appreciation of our time. 

I speak of time, but, really, time, datable time, has little to do with 
it. I can think of several ancient authors who are nearly two millennia 
away from us in time, but two seconds away from us in thought-two 
seconds being what it takes to conceive a tremendously new idea. The 
order in which these authors appear probably matters but not the date 
of their birth, just as in our thinking the sequence of conception, the 
genesis of understanding, is significant, but very rarely the exact time. 

This notion of mine, that order matters but not dates, is, I must tell 
you, pagan; in fact it seems to me to be the gist of Paganism. It is 
therefore highly debatable, and I hope we will talk about it in the 
question period. 

In any case, the point I want this notion to reinforce is that 
absorbing the tradition is not the same as studying history or caring 
about the past. For we study these books not insofar as they tell us 
of bygone times but because they tell us of the present. They are not 
absent in time, as is the past, but present (and perhaps even out of 
time altogether). They are the past insofar as it is present; they are 
effectively present; they are in the terms of the title of my lecture, the 
PAST-PRESENT. 

But that is not quite the last word. The books of the tradition, our 
books, become present, as I have said, only when we let them. We 
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revivifY them and make then vital. Therefore they stand by us and 
speak as does that shade in Hades whom Odysseus calls ""the prince 
of those with gift of speech.'" It is the seer Tiresias, and he pleads: 

Let me but taste of blood, I shall speak true. 

(Odyssey XI, 96, Fitzgerald) 
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Interpreting Genesis Through the 
Foundational Symbols of 
Earth, Water, and Air 

Harvey L. Gable: Jr. 

There have of course been many commentaries on or readings of 
Genesis, but while much progress has been made in identii'ying source 
material and refining etymological precision, it remains an open 
question what the book as a whole is intended to be about. I am 
speaking here of the intention of the compiler in choosing to select, 
edit, and arrange the selections as he has done, since ultimately it is 
this and not the sources of the original fragments, or even their original 
meaning, which is cogent. 1 While a definitive answer to this question 
may be impossible, there are certain "structuralist" principles of 
interpretation which can give us some insight into the kinds of 
elements that hold these stories together. 2 As I will show in this essay, 
if we regard the second Genesis creation story (Gen 2:4ff), which 
describes the construction of man, as setting the terms by which the 
book is to be read, we can see the subsequent stories as something of 
an owner's manual, describing how and how not to opel-ate this 
mechanism that God has created, but left us to run. 

The second creation story focuses on man as a composite being, 
structured from three basic elements: earth, water, and air or breath, 
each of which has its symbolic meaning. It is essential to remember 
this simple recipe for making a man, since in all the pre-patriarchal 
stories of Genesis 1-11, whenever the creature, man, malfunctions, 
the fault can inevitably be traced to an excess or deficiency of one of 
the three elements in his mixed nature. These stmies operate consis
tently, I will argue, on a cause-and-effect model, each describing an 
imbalance of earth/water/air and showing its consequences. Taken 
together, they make a point about who man is and what he must do 
to remain balanced and healthy; they also define an ontological system 
which, in the second half of the book (after chapter 11), becomes the 
implied backdrop against which the lives of the Patriarchs are played 
out. In this second section, the characters and the landscape are more 
life-like but the issues at stake are still those defined by the act of 
creation in Genesis 2.I argue, in other words, that the central question 
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of Genesis is "what is man?" and the answer is "a creature formed of 
earth, water and air"-an answer that has significant moral and 
historical consequences. 

Chapters 1-ll: Eden and the Fall 

For man, the first consequence of his mixed nature is instability: 
he has been concocted from three essentially incompatible things 
which only the grace of God can keep in harmonious balance. A second 
consequence is that man feels blood-kinship with earth as well as with 
things of the air. An ignorant man, not aware that earth is only a 
secondary manifestation of God, is likely to regard himself as a child 
equally of father God and mother earth-with, perhaps, even a 
stronger tie to mother than father. Together these two consequences 
make sin inevitable: man is inherently unstable, and he is weighted 
toward the material. 3 Genesis is remarkably thorough in describing 
each possible kind of imbalance, but this material weight is the primal 
fault, and the most common. 

Man's !Adam's] original sin takes exactly this form: God commands 
"no" from above, while the snake/earth says "yes" from below. One 
offers the fruits of the spirit; the other, the fruit of earth. God's voice 
here is the voice of air or spirit in this oppositional sense, but more 
correctly it is the voice of balance: He enjoins man to live on the earth, 
but to avoid being fully absorbed by it; the tree at the center of the 
garden provides an "other," a kind of spiritual navel which balances 
the purely material with the anti-material. Kept sacred, as God has 
enjoined, the idea of the tree permeates all physical things with a 
spiritual awareness: each bite of allowed fruit reminds man that other 
fruit is not allowed because of a law other than the merely physical 
law. In this sense the tree acts as a link binding heaven to earth, much 
as, in man, water binds earth and breath. The call of the earth, of the 
serpent who is mere formed' earth and of the tree that is also earth, is 
the call to forget this sacred navel, to cut the umbilical cord as it were, 
and declare that all is earth-that the other world is a fiction. 4 

The question remains: why does this tree, sprung from the earth, 
promise knowledge of Good and Evil? The traditional explanation that 
Good and Evil refers to sexual knowledge or sexual shame is inade
quate, since man was commanded at creation to be fruitful and 
multiply. We notice, too, that Adam and Eve do not hide from each 
other, but from God. Adar (among others) argues that the words "good 
and evil" "lend themselves to interpretations other than moral; they 
allude to the ability to distinguish between pleasant and unpleasant, 
between useful and harmful. "5 Read in this way, God's prohibition 
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against eating the fruit amounts to saying "so far, you have known 
only pleasant earthly things, but if you eat from this tree you will learn 
that earthly things can also be unpleasant." Eating the fruit provides 
this experience because disobeying the prohibition creates these 
unhealthy material things: The balanced system in which material 
things were suffused with a spiritual presence becomes unbalanced 
when man chooses to break the spiritual connection with God. In effect 
the act closes the navel (or· severs the umbilical cord) through which 
true life flowed into material objects, leaving the material world dried 
and unhealthy. This transformation occasioned by man's choice 
explains why there is confusion in the text about whether there is one 
tree or two: The tree that gives knowledge of Good and Evil is the Tree 
of Life, the navel through which Life flowed into the world. Man's 
decision to cut the link makes that tree unavailable to him in the 
future. I said above that Genesis operates on a cause-and-effect model, 
and this case is a perfect example: The sentence by which God 
excludes man from further contact with the Tree is not so much a 
punishment as a verbal recognition of the inevitable consequences of 
what has been done. 

Likewise the curses or punishments meted out to man are really 
the predictable results of the imbalance that he has created. First, a 
separation from the spiritual: God, once their companion, must now 
seek them out. Second, an excessive identification with the physical: 
They became aware of their nakedness. Third, and most significant, 
their earthly encrustation creates a barrier against the entry of spirit 
into the world of flesh. For woman, bringing a new soul into the earth 
is no longer an act of joy but one of great effort and pain. Likewise for 
man in his sphere, cultivation of the earth, the creation of new life 
requires great effort. Adam's curse, "In the sweat of thy face shall thou 
eat bread" (3: 19) really encapsulates the meaning of the Fall. Water 
symbolizes God's blessing, and here it has been withdrawn (or ra!he~, 
refused): the luscious garden is replaced by arid desert, and man must 
now supply the missing fluid with his own sweat, and replace the 
missing fecundity with his labor. In effect Adam's sin has partly 
reversed the creation, and unmixed what God had mixed. Thereafter 
Adam must do the mixing himself: Only through his own hard labor 
will his earthy nature be "cultivated" sufficiently to receive the blessing 
again and bear fruit. Presumably the slowly diminishing life spans of 
the patriarchs are also an indication that the life-giving spirit is 
receding from earth. 

Scholars have argued that in the Biblical context "nakedness" 
usually means something akin to "lacking all possessions"; "not 
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sexuality at all but a state of defenselessness and helplessness, 
without possessions or power. "6 Eating from the tree leaves man naked 
in this sense; He is uncomfortably exposed and dispossessed, poised 
between God's order which he has rejected and a new matertal order 
uninformed by God's spirit, from which he is also alienated because 
he no longer possesses it through the spirtt but merely lives in it as a 
discrete object. The new awareness that Adam and Eve gain is a 
product of redefining themselves as purely physical beings, mere 
naked and helpless animals. In this sense the Fall is that moment 
when the earth/water I air balance is 1\rst tipped and man remakes 
God's creation into an earth-dominated mixture. This understanding 
of the Fall, or something quite like it, was shared by "many of the early 
kabbalists," who, according to Paul Morns, "understood that before 
Adam's sin there was as yet no material world at all .... Adam was a 
wholly spirttual being and his exile from the upper world represents 
the beginnings of corporeal existence. "7 This kabbalist reading por
trays Adam as one who "misperceived the nature of the Godhead and 
took the Shekhinah [the divine presence on earth] to be the Godhead 
itself," and that therefore "this is the esoteric meaning of the com
mandment not to 'eat' of the Tree of Knowledge, that is, not to cleave 

· to the Shekhinah alone."8 My argument would suggest that Morris (or 
the kabbalists) are overstating the case, since the Fall is not from spiiit 
to earth but from a balanced state of earth/water/air to an earth· 
dominated imbalance. Nonetheless, the kabbalist reading provides 
historical precedent for reading the events in the Garden in this way, 
and also reinforces the sense of this text as a philosophical allegory of 
the highest order. 

Cain and Abel 

In Cain and Abel are displayed humanity's old (and potentially 
recapturable?) self, which is eventually slain by the new self. Abel, as 
a keeper of sheep, is living the role of an Eden-dweller, whose job is 
to have dominion over the creatures of the earth; in Cain we see the 
new man, the "tiller of the ground" condemned to struggle, with only 
partial success, to bring back some semblance of the old balance, 
endeavortng to wrestle God's blessing from the earth which used to 
bear it spontaneously in abundance. He is one, in other words, who 
struggles in vain to infuse his earthy self with a spiritual nature and 
so achieve a sustained balance. He fails, as his nature dictates, and 
in the process becomes a worker against God's balance, spilling the 
life-giving fluid from his brother's vesseL He acts, apparently, from 
sheer frustration at his now less prtvileged position. This frustration 
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may also explain his decision to become a citydweller: The city is man's 
attempt to recapture Eden, insofar as it represents comfortable life 
without the need to wrestle sustenance from the ground.9 The Cain 
story shows how man, once unbalanced, becomes a dangerous d.es
tabilizing force that tends to spiral further out of balance. 

Cain's punishment is again less of a curse than a predictable 
consequence of his actions. God does not abandon the gift of life but 
hears its voice calling to him "from the ground"; his waters descend 
and then retum to him but are never lost. But for Cain the seminal 
blessing of water, once squandered, cannot be recovered again, and 
so "when [Cain] tillest the ground, it shall not henceforth yield unto 
[him] her strength" (4: 12). His sin is similar to Onan's: He lacks a 
proper sense of the sacredness of God's gift of life. w Henceforth Cain 
lives in the city, which may be thought of as the grossest of gross earth, 
the land on which no water of God's blessing falls, and no spirttual 
life can spring forth. The children of Cain become, typically, those who 
have no contact with the living earth, but instead make their living 
manipulating the dead matertal world: Tubalcain, for example, "an 
instructor of every artificer in brass and iron" (4;22). ''And predictably, 
Cain's lack of balance only engenders further imbalance, as sub
sequent generations become increasingly perverse in a similar vein. 
The sanctity with which God has invested life, the mark of Cain, 
becomes for Lamech a mere excuse for taking life casually. 

Conversely, the competing line of man, which descends from the 
better-constructed Seth, is able to maintain the balance of Eden 
longer; they "walk with God" (5:24) as men did in Eden. But of course 
even in this line of descent, the inherent balance of earth, water, and 
spirit is precarious. 

The Nephilim 
This disturbing incident, in which "the sons of God" breed with the 

daughters of men to create a super race whose spirits contend with 
God (6: 1-4) is best understood (as are all these incidents) in conjunc
tion with its immediate consequence, the flood. In terms of the 
earth/water I air balance, the problem being addressed here is plain 
enough: A race of men have surreptitiously enriched man's mixture, 
filling him with more spirtt than is allowable." The result is not a race 
of spiritual men, as we might expect, but a race who have contempt 
for the earth, as Cain had contempt for the spirit: men of great 
dating-the "men of renown" of classical antiquity who love glory and 
not men. That this is a problem of improper mixture becomes apparent 
in God's solution, the flood. Bearing in mind that water symbolizes 
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God's grace, the glue which binds earth and air together, we can see 
the flood as an effort to separate earth and spirit, to pull apart what 
has been joined, by injecting an excess of water to lift the breath from 
earth: "All in whose nostrils was the breath of life, of all that was in 
the dry land, died" (7:22). God unmixes the three ingredients of life so 
that he can mix them again in proper balance. This plan would seem 
to be undercut by His mercy to Noah, but it is in this mercy that we 
see the unsolvable problem inherent in man's mixed nature. Noah is 
a 'just man and perfect in his generations" who "walks with God" (6:9); 
presumably God recognizes that in Noah the best possible mixture 
already exists. Yet Noah still displays in his seed the chronic instabil
ity-an instability that is apparently simply inherent in the mixture. 
Only the grace of God, actively sought and given, can hold the balance 
in harmony. 

One might ask, why did God not withdraw his blessing? i.e., why 
was the catastrophe not a drought rather than a flood? On the one 
hand the flood provides an image of God's active power, rather than 
his passive disapproval. His grace actually lifts the breath out of man, 
a case of active intervention· rather than passive neglect. Yet at the 
same time this image of an active God is:also nicely consistent with a 
cause-and-effect model, showing excess answered with excess: The 
spiritual excess of the Nephilim is answered with a flood of God's 
power I grace, which it cannot withstand. Since all the cases of abuse 
and punishment in Genesis rely on a principle of natural reaction, it 
seems reasonable to suggest that the influx of floodwaters is a natural 
consequence oftoo great an influx of spirit: that opening the gates of 
heaven too widely (cf 7: 11). the Sons of Heaven have generated 
unexpected consequences. 

The Drunkenness of Noah 

After the flood, the inherent instability of man is demonstrated 
again in Noah's drunkenness. The incident may be regarded as an 
echo of the Eden story. Noah's drunkenness iS a kind ofFall: He drinks 
of the fruit of the vine and, like eating the fruit of the Tree, the act 
brings shame into being in the new world. Indeed we sense in the line 
"Noah began to be a husbandman" (9:20) an echo of the curse of Adam 
creeping into Noah's perfection. Noah's son Ham reaps the conse
quences of this inherent sin-perhaps, we feel, unfairly. But this is an 
ontology of cause and effect, not of legalistic punishment: "If thou 
doest not well, sin lieth at the door" (4:7). The story of Noah's 
drunkenness does not deal directly with images of earth/water/air, 
but it clearly begins to focus on the implications of this model. On every 
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occasion for sin we face the choice of Adam, to respect the father and 
so reassert the balance of spirit, water and earth. or choose to treat 
the Father as merely another man or even an object, and so assert a 
purely material ontology. In creational terms. we might think of reality 
like a cake: Each act either whips air into the batter making it lighter 
and more savory, or draws air out, making life dry and unpalatable. 

The Tower of Babel 
The Tower of Babel story describes a third kind of imbalance 

different from Cain's contempt for the spirit or the Nephilims' con
tempt for earth. Here there is contempt for the water of God's grace. 
In this tncident, mankind attempts to forego grace. the normal glue 
that unites spirit and earth, and instead build a man-made union in 
a gross physical way, using "slime" to unite earth and heaven via a 
tower. This "slime" is an earthy and polluted form of water: God's 
grace, not in its pure form but as given to man and then contaminated 
and misused by him. The project can be seen as an effort to recreate 
Eden on a secular basis, since the tower will replace the function of 
the Tree in Eden as the central navel uniting heaven and earth. By 
uniting individual men (bricks of earth) into a whole, they hope to 
reach heaven: in other words, to create a purely material religion, a 
humanist philosophy "blessed" by the "slime ... The error here is similar 
in kind to the original sin of mistaking a secondary manifestation of 
God (there, earth; here, water) for an independent force. Of course this 
attempt by man to recreate himself according to his own- recipe is 
doomed, because there is no glue that will bind the two radically 
different substances of earth and spirit. except the purest form of God's 
grace. The consequences of the attempt are predictable: The glue fails, 
the unity collapses. and its pieces are flung abroad with a force 
proportional to the great height it had reached. The central point of the 
story is not. as so many perverse commentators have argued, that God 
is "inimical to the laudable human striving for progress."" The real 
moral iR man's perversity. God is both wise and kind: His recipe for a 
man cannot be improved upon, and He has repeatedly warned us that 
it is dangerous to try. Yet we insist on doing so. 

Chapters 1-11 

The first eleven chapters of Genesis, then. show us the various 
possible kinds of human imbalance, and their consequences. They 
also implicitly defme the proper balance that should be maintained. 
This information can be summed up in two propositions: first, we must 
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accept that our nature is a perfect yet always potentially unstable 
mixture of three elements. We must accept that it is perfect. because 
any attempt by us to adjust God's mixture results in a free fall spiral 
of ever-worsening consequences; We must accept that it is always 
unstable, because only our act of will-our willingness to "walk with 
God"-can keep the mixture in balance. Secondly, we must under
stand the unique role that God's grace plays as the water that binds 
the two halves of our,nature together, and also realize that our fallen 
nature makes it difficult for this fluid to do its job properly. Because 
we are fallen we must work to maintain the balance: We must plow 
and work our earthy nature, struggling to mix the waters of grace into 
them. In other words, our plight as men in the material world is the 
plight of a people in the desert: To live we must dig; we must break 
beneath the hard crust of a dead material world to find the blessed 
waters of life beneath. 

In this way the moral system constructed in chapters 1-11 is 
transformed into a landscape agalnst which the Patriarchs play out 
their lives; the story of survival in the desert becomes also the story 
of spiritual struggle. Nowhere is this more clearly evident than in the 
story of Abraham and Lot. 

Abraham and Lot 

The story of Abraham and Lot parting ways (chap. 13) is a fable 
about how one perceives the world, and the consequences of that 
perception. The story juxtaposes two styles of choosing, based on two 
differing assumptions. Lot, faced with the choice between the fertile, 
well-watered plains of Jordan and the arid regions of Canaan, natu
rally chooses the former. His choice is logical, and seems acceptable 
within the structure of the metaphor of balance as well: The well-wa
tered plain suggests a land blessed by God. As far as.we know Lot is 
an unexceptionable man; but as with all these stories, we see after the 
fact, in the consequences of his action, the mistake he has made and 
the flaw that it reveals. Lot's choice betrays that he still has what we 
may call an Edenic mind, relying on God to rain blessings down for 
man to enjoy in leisure. The space that he chooses is charactertzed by 
this attitude. The cities of the plain, Sodom and Gemorrah, are 
populated by those who share the curse of Cain: they do not dig the 
earth, but irresponsibly exploit the blessings given by God. 

Abraham, by contrast, does not appear to favor either fertile or arid 
region. The excellence that distinguishes Abraham from Lot is not one 
of faith, as is so often argued. Lot questions God's choice of destination 
when he is warned away from Sodom, certainly: but Abraham and 
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Sarai laugh at the absurdity of God's promise to give them a child, and 
Abraham also argues with God when the fate of Sod om and Gemorrah 
is at stake. Worst of all, Abraham repeatedly doubts God's power to 
fulfill His promise of seed, even jeopardizing the future of the promise 
by attempting to pass off his wife as his marriageable sister." Faith is 
not the issue between Abraham and Lot, but rather the fact that 
Abraham has absorbed the lesson taugbt by Genesis 1·11, while Lot 
has not. Abraham understands the curse of Adam: he knows that the 
world is a desert, that the true water must be found beneath the 
surface, and man must struggle to find it. 

The differing fruits born to these two attitudes become apparent in 
the stories that follow, in which Abraham and Lot come to be opposed 
in various ways: Abraham becomes a mighty prince, Lot a captive slave 
(14; cf Ham); Abraham is given land, Lot has his land destroyed; 
Abraham's wife bears fruit, Lot's wife dies. In every case Abraham 
ripens while Lot withers. The difference is water. Abraham was given 
a desiccated land in which to dwell and a wife who is dried up ["it 
ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women" (18: 11); "who 
would have said with Abraham, that Sarah should have given children 
suck?" (21:7)], but God's hidden waters revivi:fy both land and wife. 
Lot's experience is the opposite: Living in a well-watered land he makes 
no effort to dig beneath the surface. The earthly waters give him no 
sustenance, and his wife, once fertile, is dried to a pillar of salt. The 
choice that Lot's wife makes when fleeing Sodom emphasizes this 
family flaw; she must choose between looking up the mountain toward 
the face of God, or looking down longingly at the pleasures of the flesh. 
She chooses the latter, and as a result the water of blessing is lost: 
She becomes a dry pillar of salt. Her choice echoes the choice of her 
husband, and that of the original sin; it reveals an i:mbalanced soul 
weighted dangerously toward the physical. Abraham prospers and Lot 
suffers based solely on their willingness to "walk with God," in the very 
technical sense defined in chapters 1·11: accepting the 
earth/water /air balance that God has ordained, and cultivating a 
receptivity to the fecund waters He offers. The same angels bring 
waters of life to Sarai and fiery death to the cities of the plain. It all 
depends on how one greets them. 15 

The Lives of the Patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac 

The lives of the Patriarchs all follow a common pattern, the point 
of which is to take men who may, at first, resemble Lot more than 
Abraham, and train them to live a life of balance in which earth is 
softened with water, and suffused with air/spirit.ln other words they 
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must be "rebom" into the kind of understanding that Genesis 1-11 
implicitly urges us to have, in which we die to the Eden mentality of 
privilege and enter tnstead into the post-lapsarian or "desert" aware
ness of precarious balance held in equilibrium by an ongoing act of 
the will. Each patriarch must learn for himself that the physical world 
is dead and attachment to it leads to death, while true life is found in 
cultivating our earthy nature to receive spiritual force into it. The point 
of this exile into the desert is to enable a retum-not to the mundane 
family home, but in the larger sense to the state of Eden, now redefined 
in terms appropriate to a spiritual rather than a physical awareness. 16 

The story of Abraham begins with a call to material glory. Abram 
will become a great nation (12:2) and will be given a land to inhabit 
(12:7). From a purely literary point of view this promise motif becomes 
a cruel but sometimes quite amusing joke, as Abraham again and 
again fulfills God's conditions, only to have additional conditions laid. 
Harold Bloom calls this relationship "a cruel pattem of power.'o~ 7 This 
process of divine backpedaling reaches the level of absurdist theater 
by chapter 17, when God again renews his promise to Abram, but 
demands that the poor fellow change his name (17:5) and circumcise 
himself and all his followers (17: 10-12). At the end of his life Abraham 
is still wandering, still waiting for the promise to be fulfilled. 

From a more sympathetic point of view, however, we can see that 
God has a purpose in his backpedaitng, which is to make Abram into 
a digger of wells. To move him forward from the man he was, who 
presumably would not have answered any call but one promistng 
material wealth, to one whose promised land is a purely inward, 
spirituai garden. This process is not rigid, but for all the Pairiarchs it 
tends to involve certain typical elements: an early demonstration of 
spiritual proclivity; a rituai death in which he dies to his old life and 
is bam to a new one; a vision or drean1 in which he concretely 
experiences the reality of another world; a period of apprenticeship 
during which he makes mistakes but progresses toward spirituai 
understanding; and typicaily, a finai demonstration of his achieved 
prowess. 

That Abram was strongly predisposed to this spiritual outlook is 
evident when he and Lot part ways, the second incident recorded after 
his call. That he still requires an apprenticeship period is demon
strated by the first recorded incident, his joumey into Egypt, when he 
allows his wife to be wooed by Pharoah in a botched attempt to avoid 
unpleasantness. The awareness that Abram shows here, one that 
gives priority to physical security and the experiences ofthe moment, 
is directly opposed to the awareness that God is trytng to teach. We 
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see that higher awareness demonstrated in Abram's vision, in chapter 
15. This eerie incident, in which God [again] reasserts His promise, 
begins with a ritual sacrifice during which Abram is thrown into a 
trance-state: 

And he said, Lord God, whereby shall I know that I 
shall inherit it? 

And he said unto him, Take me a heifer of three years 
old, and a she goat of three years old, and a ram of 
three years old, and a turtledove, and a young 
pigeon. 

And he took unto him all these, and divided them in 
the midst, and laid each piece one against another: 
but the birds divided he not. 

And when the fowls came down upon the carcasses, 
Abram drove them away. 

And when the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell 
upon Abram: and lo, a horror of great darkness fell 
upon him. 18 

In that trance, Abram has a vision: 

And [God] said unto Abram, Know of a surety that thy 
seed shall be a stranger in a land that is not theirs, 
and shall serve them, and they shall afflict them 
four hundred years ... 

But in the fourth generation they shall come hither 
again, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet full. 

And it came to pass, that, when the sun went down, 
and it was dark, behold a smoking fumace, and a 
buming lamp that passed between those pieces. 

(15: 13,16-17) 

It is of course significant that God reveals to Abraham that the nation 
of Israel must pass through the same ritual pattem of death (or 
"descent" into Egypt) and rebirth (retum) that each individual patri
arch must undergo. But for Abraham the real significance here is the 
opposition between real life and dream/ spirit life. It is here that God 
first begins to show his intention for Abraham, by essentially inviting 
him to take up residence in an altemative reality. God is saying to 
Abraham: "ignore what your senses tell you to be true: the truer reality 
is within." Of course the promise of land does eventually come true (if 
not exactly in the terms that Abraham originally understood); but it 
is also clear that the retum to Eden (which is ultimately what the 
Promised Land represents) will not take place on the physical plane, 
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but must take place as a spiritual journey undergone inwardly. 19 By 
luring Abram from his old ways with the ever-receding promise, God 
is effectively training him to live, not for immediate gain in the material 
world, but for the relationship with God, the locus of which is another 
world. 

There then follows a lengthy apprenticeship period, in which Abra
ham absorbs this lesson. His main problem, the area in which his faith 
seems weakest, is the most material of areas, reproduction. This is no 
doubt the reason behind the pact of circumcision: Circumcision marks 
the organ and serves as a reminder to Abraham and his descendants 
that the sexual function too is dedicated to God's purpose-a lesson 
that he is nonetheless slow in learning. Sexual misconduct is the most 
common sin in Genesis, and the result is always, of course, renegade 
or "unbalanced" offspring whose hand is set against the Hebrews (e.g. 
16:11-12; 19:36-38.) 

In this context the culminating event of Abraham's life, the "sacri
fice" of Isaac, can be seen as a metaphor for Abraham's final triumph 
over his physical self. Abraham shows that he is not attached to the 
physical, not even the most cherished of physical things, repre
sentative of the most uncontrollable of human instincts, reproduction. 

However, read as an injunction to absolute faith, Abraham's will
ingness to sacrtfice Isaac is a troubling incident, one that no reason
able reader could endorse, since to do so would serve to justifY the 
most horrible acts of zealotry. Instead I would argue that the incident 
serves as the symbolic culmination of Abraham's life because it 
demonstrates Abraham's knowing acceptance of God's balance. 
Whereas before Abraham had doubted the efficacy of God's waters in 
what appeared to be a purely material world (how can God wet the 
womb that Earth has dried?) he now knows their power: For the mock 
sacrifice of Isaac to make moral sense, Abraham must be fully aware 
that Isaac will not die, despite the material appearance to that effect. 
In other words Abraham's experience should not be summed up in 
the words "God gave, and God can take; my own heart's desires are 
meaningless," but rather "I know God's waters are upon my son, he 
will not bum." (cf. Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in Daniel3.) In 
this way the incident can be seen as a parallel to the death of Lot's 
wife. As that incident shows, it is up to man to maintain the balance 
of earth/water/air by an act of will. If his attention wavers, as Lot's 
wife's did, he will lose the blessed waters, and so burn. 

Presenting the incident in these terms, we can also begin to see a 
second function of the incident. It is not only Abraham's last act, but 
Isaac's first, a kind of rite of initiation in which Isaac is shown the 
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truth about man. The sacrifice by fire is an image of desiccation: of 
God forcibly removing the blessing waters, and the ritual of "trial by 
fire" to which Isaac is subjected is a way of showing the boy how fully 
he is dependent on the blessing. It is God's way of holding the boy over 
the fire, like Jonathan Edwards's sinners in the hands of an angry 
God. ln this way the boy learns, through ritual instruction, what his 
father learned through experience. This sense of passing on a spiritual 
tradition is present throughout the story in Abraham instructing the 
boy how to conduct himself. 

Indeed arguably, Isaac's initiation is the centra[ focus of the story 
(despite the narrator's-perhaps inserted?-commentary to the con
trary.) Every other story in Genesis couples an event with its conse
quences in order to make its point. If this story is about Abraham then 
it is unique in that there are no recorded consequences for Abraham. 
But there are consequences for Isaac. It seems likely, at least, that the 
seemingly unique incident of the sacrifice might be the cause of the 
equally unique life lived by Isaac, the only Genesis patriarch who does 
not have a problematic apprenticeship in his relationship with God. 
Isaac's rich spiritual life is beautifully summed up in one sentence: 
"And Isaac digged again the wells of water, which they had digged in 
the days of Abraham his father" (26:18). Isaac's spiritual precocious
ness is also indicated by the fact that he is named by God in the 
womb-rather than initiated later into full Patriarchal status with a 
new name, as Abram and Jacob are. Perhaps the memorable experi
ence of being held over the fire by God, and understanding in a 
palpable way how essential the blessing is to man's existence, has left 
Isaac in need of no further instruction. 

Other parallels within the lives of the Patriarchs also support this 
interpretation. Each Patriarch in Genesis must undergo a rite of 
passage (exile or ritual death) before achieving spiritual maturity. 
Joseph's is the purest case of the pattem: Before he can begin his 
spiritual joumey he must be cast into the pit, left for dead, and then 
brought up again. This ritual death releases him from the old life and 
into a new one. 2° For Jacob and Abraham, exile from home performs 
this function: They must leave all they know-" country ... kindred ... 
thy father's house"- and begin anew, eventually achieving a new 
identity marked by a new name. For Isaac this transformation occurs 
instantaneously in one act of ritual violence. He is jolted from his old 
life into a new one by an abrupt combination of ritual death (being 
held over the fire). spiritual vision (he communes with God on the 
mountaintop, perhaps for the first time); and accelerated apprentice
ship (leaming the ritual from his father, by preparing for his own 
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physical death). Thus Isaac is pushed through all of the necessary 
stages of development in a single incident, and we may regard him as 
spiritually mature from that point onward (although he does repeat 
his father's sexual error in the episode with Abimalech; chapter 26). 

Jacob 
For Jacob the symbolic descent and rebirth follows a lengthy arc 

of exile and retum, but the same goal is achieved through the same 
means. Jacob's early life and his struggles with Esau may reasonably 
be compared with Abraham and Lot, and the point is similar. God 
chooses the boy predisposed to spiritual things and cultivates his 
understanding, while the more physical of the two is allowed to sink 
deeper into his earthiness. To them that have, more is given. {The root 
of Jacob's naiile, which means "heel," comes from the Hebrew verb "to 
follow," suggesting, perhaps, among its other connotations, that he is 
a natural follower on the path.) This distinction also operates on the 
telltale sexual level as well, Esau choosing two nearby, and presum· 
ably attractive Hittite women, while Jacob chooses a more distant 
mate suitable for perpetuating the blessing. Like Isaac before him, 
Jacob finds his beloved by a well, symbolizing that she is an appro· 
priate mate in the truer reality, and a spiritual resource. 

Following demonstrations of his spiritual propensity Jacob then 
undergoes a ritual death, in which he is expelled from his horne. The 
double explanation of his departure, that he is forced to leave because 
he stole the blessing (27:41·45) or that he leaves in peace with his 
father's blessing to get a suitable wife (28: 1·4) are really one in the same 
from the point of view of the characteristic structure: He is forsaking 
the old life of"country, kindred, and father's house" to enter a new life 
driven, ultimately, by the desire for a relationship with God. 

Jacob's departure is immediately followed by a dream vision similar 
to Abraham's: 

And Jacob went out from Beersheba, and went 
toward Haran. 

And he lighted upon a certain place, and tarried 
there all night.. .. 

And he dreamed, and behold a ladder was set up 
on the earth .... 

And behold, the Lord stood above it and said I am 
the Lord God ... 
the land whereon thou liest, to thee will I give 
it.... 

(28:10·13) 
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The dream/vision is intended to draw Jacob into the altemative 
reality, as it did Abraham. This vision reveals an inner Eden where 
once-sundered heaven and earth are reconnected (here by a ladder 
rather than a tree.) But Jacob is not yet prepared to live in such a 
world. The experience exacts only a tentative commitment of future 
interest from him. And, as with Abraham, it is an interest based on 
material gaJn: "If God will be with me, and will keep in the way that I 
go, and will give me bread to eat, and raiment to put on./ So that I 
come again to my father's house in peace; then shall the Lord be my 
God .... " (28:20-21.) There follows a long and, it would seem, largely 
unsuccessful apprenticeship period in which Jacob's primary interest 
appears to be the acquisition of women and property-indeed, having 
taken up Esau's blessing he seems to have also assumed his person
ality, no longer a "plain man, dwelling in tents," but a rough adven
turer. Within the context of the larger metaphor however, we can see 
the change as positive: Jacob has outgrown his anachronistic Edenic 
consciousness in which he expects to be blessed withoUt eaming it, 
and adopted a post-lapsarian (or "desert") mentality in which, Adam
like, he labors to extract blessings from the land, and, metaphorically, 
to spiritualize his rough earth. The penultimate scene in his story, in 
which he spends an entire night wrestling with God, finally managing 
to extract a blessing, suggests the same motif of an essentially earthy 
nature struggling to achieve some spiritual insight. While Jacob never 
reaches the goal of full integration of earth and spirit that was held 
out to him in his ladder dream-never regains Eden-he doeS. manage, 
in his own way, to make a retum of sorts to the gates of the garden, 
in his reunion with Esau. This encounter has all the elements of the 
Cain and Abel conflict: two jealous brothers, a disputed blessing, 
long-simmering resentments. But Jacob manages to rever$£ the de
cline of that second fall, making correct choices where Cain (and Jacob 
himself in his earlier manifestation) had made wrong ones: Cain was 
jealous of the blessing his brother had received; Jacob offers his own 
blessing back agaln to his brother (33: ll "Take, I pray thee, my 
blessing that is brought to thee.") Cain is ungrateful for the blessings 
he has received; Jacob is thankful, despite his long suffering ("because 
God hath dealt graciously with me,"), and Jacob is satisfied with his 
lot ("I have enough"); Caln lacked respect for the spirit within Abel; 
Jacob regards his brother's face as equivalent to the face of God ("I 
have seen thy face, as though I had seen the face of God," 33:10); and 
therefore is happy when that face is pleased ("thou wast pleased with 
me.") Jacob has achieved an impressive degree of spiritual success. 
But his iriumph is not complete; he has reversed the historical decline 
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of man back to the gates of the Garden, but is unable to press further, 
into the New Eden. 

Joseph 

The story of Joseph again follows the same pattern, but with a twist 
in the return: Rather than being gathered unto his fathers, Joseph 
gathers his father unto him. As in the case of Abraham and Lot, and 
Jacob and Esau, Joseph's story begins with a distinction being made 
between the spiritual tendencies of the special son, and his more 
worldly brothers. Joseph has the power of prophetic dreams. This 
power occasions some pride on his part and jealously on the part of 
his brothers (reiterating the Cain motif again), which sets the stage 
nicely for the next step in the pattern, the ritual death in which the 
hero is ostracized and humbled. In this case, as with Isaac, the ritual 
death almost becomes a literal one: He is thrown into the pit, and his 
brothers report him as dead. The coat of many colors serves as a 
literary device to provide proof of the dead one's identity, but it also 
makes a significant point about the arena in which God's chosen ones 
should seek glory, and why the Patriarch must die to this world. The 
same point is made also at the end of the story, in the wonderful scene 
in which the old shepherd Jacob stands before Pharoah on the throne 
(47:7-10.) In this single image of spiritual wealth facing material 
wealth, much of the message of Genesis is encapsulated. Only here, 
perhaps, do we begin to see the artistry of the text in drawing us into 
its own world-view: Absorbed in the drama of the Patriarchs' quest we 
had never stopped to think how ordinary these men appeared to their 
fellows at the marketplace, or along the road. The scene of Jacob before 
the throne of Pharoah jolts us into the awareness that despite the 
promises of land and great nations, these material th.ings are not at 
all what God's promise is about. The patriarchs are not kings of 
government or commerce, but of an inward land. 

Like Isaac, Joseph needs only one hard demonstration to learn this 
lesson well. After his ritual death Joseph passes easily into his new 
life, never again displaying the slightest degree of pride or resentment. 
Whatever his circumstances, life is all one to Joseph, in a way that 
reminds one of an eastern swami. Whether servant. prisoner or ruler 
of all Egypt, he never changes, and never displays any attachment 
whatsoever to his material surroundings. Although the text never 
expltcWy says so, his equanimity must result from his firrn foundation 
in the alternative reality of dreams. Knowing what the future holds, 
and that it is ordained by God, he is at peace with both appearances 
and reality. 
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In this sense Joseph is already possessed of the Promised Land, a 
new inward Eden which is his true home, no matter what his outward 
circumstances may be. Like the original pre-lapsarian state, this new 
Eden is characterized primarily by balance, in two senses: His spirit 
is completely at peace, and his nature is a balanced mixture of earth, 
water and breath, according to the original recipe. That is, his physical 
life is fully permeated by spiritual awareness, as rich soil is permeated 
by water, and so is fertile ground for fruits of the spirit. When Jacob 
summarizes his son during his deathbed blessing, this image is 
exactly the one that he chooses: "Joseph is a fruitful bough, even a 
fruitful bough by a well; whose branches run over the wall. .. " (49:22). 

Judah 
Like Isaac, Joseph has a very brief apprenticeship and a lengthy life 

of grace. His final test (which like Jacob's, involves overcoming the Cainite 
desire for revenge agalnst his brothers) is largely a perfunctory exercise, 
and is really less of a test for Joseph than an initiation for Judah, in 
which Judah must prove himself by offering his body as a saclifice to 
redeem Benjamin. In this way the incident is structurally similar to 
Abraham's binding of Isaac: The final test in which the Patriarch proves 
his own excellence also serves as an initiation for his protege. 

Judah, however, disturbs the pattem of succession that has been 
so consistent throughout Genesis and also undermines Joseph's 
stature when, in the final verses of the book, he appears to take the 
prominent place, even above Joseph, in his father's blessing: Judah's 
prominence may be, as some have argued, simply an insertion to 
adjust the text to later historical reality. Or, perhaps, it is not 
necessarily inconsistent with the message of Genesis as a whole, since 
Judah's reign is in the temporal world, as a "law-giver," while Joseph 
reigns in the higher world of dreams. But it is also true that it is from 
Judah, not Joseph, that the most prominent line of descent comes. 
The line of Judah results in both David and Solomon (1 Chronicles 2). 
and Christ (Matthew, chapter I). Judah hardly seems to be an 
exemplary Patriarch, however, and the details surrounding his prog
eny is also troubling: The line is perpetuated through a woman 
previously married to two of Judah's sons, who poses as a harlot to 
become impregnated. We can only conclude that this complex story 
is meant to impress us with the lengths to which God is forced to go 
to keep the Hebrew lineage pure, in the face of man's lack of coopera
tion. Purity is essential because those lineages that have strayed too 
far from God's balance cannot be rebalanced, and will only serve to 
unbalance others. When Joseph marries an Egyptian (given to him 
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not by God but by Pharaoh). and Judah marries a Canaanite woman, 
the purity of the line is in jeopardy, but despite all, God manages to 
remove any obstacles and unite Judah with a Hebrew woman. 

From the Chiistian point of view, which asks us to explain Judah's 
as the lineage of Chiist, we can argue for Judah's greater worth in 
light of the fact that he offers his body to redeem Benjamin from the 
bondage of sin, lest his father be saddened by the loss. The language 
here is strongly evocative of Christ's mission: "Now therefore," Judah 
tells Joseph, "I pray thee, let thy servant abide instead of the lad a 
bondsman to my Lord; and let the lad go up with his brethren./ For 
how shall I go up to my father, and the lad be not with me?" (44:33-34). 
Such a reading of Judah's role may disrupt the neat narrative pattern 
of Genesis, but fulfills the larger message of the book. Since the trend 
from Abraham to Joseph has been to replace the lure of mateiial gain 
with that of spiiitual wealth, Judah's life story could profitably be seen 
as the fulflllment of that trend, the first stage in a new order tn which 
men live not for their own gain but for the good of others. This is an 
appealing readtng, and has only one source of lingeiing doubt. Since 
Joseph's experience is arguably also one of sacrificing himself for 
others ("God did send me before you to preserve life," 45:5). it is 
difficult to see how Judah's sacrifice takes precedence over Joseph's. 

But perhaps the fact that Judah appears to be the lesser man may 
really be the point. The shift from Joseph to Judah does seem to 
suggest almost a changing of the guard. Perhaps it is most profitable 
to see Joseph as the last of the great "demigod" patiiarchs and Judah 
as the start of a new era, in which the best of men are good enough, 
but none too good by Patiiarchal standards. This idea is supported by 
the metaphors of Jacob's fmal blessing. While Joseph is called a 
"fruitful bough by a well" (49:22). Judah is a "lion's whelp," one who 
"binds his foal unto the vine, and his ass's colt unto the choice vine" 
(49: 9, II). The metaphors suggest a piimary quality about Joseph's 
spiiitual life that is missing in Judah: Joseph has his roots sunk 
directly into the waters of life, while Judah is merely tethered to the 
vine whose roots feed on these waters. Judah has access to these 
life-giving waters only in adulterated, second-hand form, through the 
fruit of the vine. (Here, as in the story of Noah's drunkenness, fruit 
evokes the taint of the Fall.) The same point is latent in the image of 
Judah as a lion crouched over his prey: Judah's blessing is a second
hand sort-life drawn from another life, not anginal in itself. 

The overwhelmtng preponderance of evidence, then, seems to mark 
Jacob's blessing as a turning point in the history of God's chosen 
lineage, tn which the generation of Patriarchs has ended, to be 
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replaced by a race of "law-givers," men whose most direct access to 
God is through the letter, and not the spirit. Speaking of himself to 
his brothers, Joseph says "God did send me before you to preserve 
life," words that are perhaps meant to link his activities to that of the 
last great member of an earlier race, Noah. Their roles are certainly 
similar. Noah collected the animals to preserve them from a flood; 
Joseph collects the grain (epitomized as seven fat cows in Pharoah's 
dream) to preserve life from drought. But the most important similar· 
ity, perhaps, is that both'men are the last of a past, greater race, a 
superior generation who "walked with God." 

For in fact, the God of Genesis is a receding God. In Abraham's day 
God spoke to Abraham as man to man, even coming to his tent in 
human form (18:lff) and debating with Abraham and his wife. By 
Jacob's time God comes in dreams only, speaking, indeed as man to 
man, but only in the visionary state, and never as a physical presence. 
(I assume that Jacob's wrestling match with God occurs within a 
vision.) Joseph, despite the many blessings he receives, and despite 
his great wisdom and insight, never sees God or speaks face to face 
with him, or even hears his voice. For Joseph, God comes only veiled 
in prophetic dreams. Unmistakably God is receding fi:·om the world in 
Genesis. The reason appears to be that He came here only to lead his 
people out. He was active in men's affairs when He needed to be, during 
man's infancy when man was not able to maintain the earth/water I air 
balance himself. But He has receded as men begin to learn the secret 
themselves. This is not to say that He is no longer available to men, 
but rather, that he is available through different channels, and that He 
typically does not come to us, but waits for us to find the way to Him. 

Notes: 

1. "One should not think," writes Von Rad, "that the many individual 
traditions about the patriarchal period in circulation came together 
by themselves into such an artful and theologically deliberate compo
sition." (Gerhard Von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary, Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1961, p. 159.) On the issue of source research, 
Van Rad asks rhetorically "What is the content of chapter 22 if the 
narrative no longer legitimizes the abolishment of child sacrifice? 
What is the meaning of chapter 28 ... if the narrative no longer legiti
mizes the sacredness of Bethel and its customs?" The answer, of 
course, is that they mean what the compiler has designed them to 
mean within the larger context of the work. 
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See also Zvi Adar, The Book of Genesis: An Introduction to the Biblical 
World (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press of Hebrew Univ., 1990). p. 9ff: 
"Even on the assumption that the Book of Genesis is composed of 
different elements, it is clear that they have been blended into one 
integral whole." 

2. By "structuralist" I mean, here, a way of reading that begins by first 
considering the internal ontology of the text, rather than, say, its plot 
or characterization, on the assumption that the meaning of characters 
and events deperid significantly on their ontological ground. This 
analysis is accomplished by considering the specific meaning of 
particular images (or words or ideas} first within the structure of the 
text as a whole, rather than in their discrete contexts: In other words, 
I assume that certain words can take on special meanings in a text 
because of the way they are used. This is similar in many regards to 
traditional interpretive reading, except that in locating these "special" 
meanings this method does not distinguish between "real" objects and 
images in the text: It doesn't matter whether the water is real water 
or metaphorical water, or even water used as a metaphor by a 
character and hence doubly removed from "real" water. I am con
cerned, instead, with what water means to the author of the text. 
Presumably, such knowledge is indispensable if one is to understand 
the full meaning of a sentence like, for example, "And Isaac digged 
again the wells of water, which they had digged in the days of Abraham 
his father" (Genesis 26: 18). 

In some texts, of course, this method of reading will yield little of 
interest. It is most useful in texts that have a strongly symbolical bent, 
and it is especially appropriate for a text like Genesis, which claims 
to speak about the Word become concrete reality in Creation, and 
which claims a special status for itself as a living Word: In Genesis, 
matertal substance is more than mere substance, and metaphors are 
always somehow more than just metaphors, because in the ontology 
of the living Word all ideas are really both metaphor and substance. 
Under such circumstances, it would be a mistake not to read the text 
with an enlightened disregard for the boundary between symbol and 
reality, 

3. The one really significant difference between Adam and Eve is seen 
here, in the degree of their closeness to the Earth/Mother principle. 
In the second Creation story (2:22 ff) Eve is said to be made from a 
rib of Adam's; she is therefore presumably embedded one level deeper, 
as it were, in the material Creation, and so is one step further removed 
from the breath that originally gave Adam life. 

In the same vein, it is significant that Eve is described as being 
"made" rather than "created." The first· creation story (Genesis 1) 
draws a significant distinction between those things that God created 
(i.e., ex nihilo) and those he made: For example, the first appearance 
of a "moving creature" (1: 20-21) is described as an act of creation, 
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but subsequent different forms of that original concept are described 
as being "made." It seems likely that the making of Eve in the second 
creation story is designed to follow this pattem. This fact can be 
interpreted in two ways. It could be argued simply that Eve is a 
subsequent production in the same line, and so would naturally be 
"made" and not "created." But the more traditional view would suggest 
that Eve has contact with God mostly secondartly, through Adam, and 
the fact that she is made from Adam's substance, rather than simply 
made, would seem to support this idea. The point of this hierarchy is 
presumably to maintain a family structure headed spiritually by the 
husband~to make him the broker through which the female receives 
God's blessings. It must be said, however, that ultimately the impact 
of this male-female difference on the larger picture is fairly minimal: 
The spiritual health of both male and female depend on the same 
things, only the norm would be for the female to access those things 
primarily [or partly] through her husband. 

4. The idea of the tree as navel, derived here from the imagery of joined 
opposites that is characteristic of the earth/water /air imagery in 
Genesis, may in fact have deep roots in early cosmological concep
tions. See for example, Shemaryahu Talman, Literary Studies in the 
Hebrew Bible: Form and Content, (Jerusalem: The Magnes Press of 
Hebrew Univ., 1993) pp. 50 ff, 'The 'Navel of the Earth' and the 
Comparative Method." Talman points out that "the representation of 
the world in the form of a human body, a disc, or a square whose 
center is marked by a tall mountain which represents its navel, is 
prevalent in the mythical traditions of many cultures." In Genesis 2 
of course we are dealing with a tree rather than a mountain, but other 
imagery in Genesis, notably the tower of Babel and Jacob'S dream of 
the ladder, suggests that the Biblical cosmology may well implicitly 
assume the idea of a lost "navel" connecting heaven and earth. 

5. Zvi Adar, An Introduction. p. 25. This reading is based on a compari
son with li Samuel 19:36 (and other passages): "] am this day 
four-score years old, can I discem between good and bad? Can your 
servant taste what I eat or what I drink?" 

6. Jonathan Magonet, "The Themes of Genesis 2-3," A Walk in the 
Garden: Biblical, Iconographic and Literary Images of Eden, ed. by Paul 
Morris and Deborah Sawyer, Joumatfor the Study of the Old Testa
ment, Supplemental Series 136, (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992) p. 43. 

7. Paul Morris, in Morris and Sawyer, Walk, p. 130. 

8. Ibid, p. 135. 

9. Robert Sacks, A Conunentary on the Book of Genesis. Ancient Near 
Eastern Texts and Studies Volume 6 (Lampeter. U.K.: The Edwin 
Mellon Press, 1990) makes an interesting point regarding Cain's 
frustration and his inability to accept his new status: "Cain's decision 
to return east establishes a pattem which will be followed throughout 
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the whole of the book. ... there is something radically wrong with going 
east, insofar as it is a partial retum to Eden. Those men who do so 
will all tum out to be cowards. It is a manifestation of man's attempt to 
return to Eden rather than to face the world as it lies before him" {p. 43). 

10. Onan spilled his seed upon the ground rather than sowing it in his 
brother's widow, as his father (Judah, and, arguably, God) had 
commanded, because he "knew that the seed should not be his" 
(Genesis 38: 9). This is a waste of God's gift of potency, as Cain had 
wasted his brother's life-blood. In the context of the earth/water /air 
imagery, this curious incident of Onan's disobedience also has overtones 
of an incestuous and idolatrous love of the earth/mother {again like Cain, 
who is the earthy brother): His effort to inseminate the earth directly 
seems to suggest, through impious parody, an attempt to usurp God's 
power to make the earth fecund by wetting it. Like Cain, he fails to see 
that there is no way but God's way to be fruitful and multiply. 

11. Umberto Cassuto, among others, hypothesizes that "Cain" refers to 
a tribe "designated by the name Cain, or by the appellative Kenite, 
which is mentioned several times in Scripture .... The name of the tribe 
indicates that it was engaged in metal work .... Hence the tribe of 
Kenites was utterly despised in the eyes of neighboring tribes, just as 
in Arabia today the wandering tribes of smiths are held in utmost 
disdain by the Arabs" (A Commentary on the Book of Genesis, 
Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1961 p. 180). 

The mention of "such as dwell in tents, and of such as have cattle" 
in the list of Cain's descendents has seemed inconsistent to many 
critics. Isaac M. Kikawada and Arthur Quinn (Before Abraham Was: 
The Unity of Genesis 1·11, Nashville: Abington Press, 1985) make a 
fairly convincing stab at explaining this apparent enigma. The word 
translated as "cattle" here is Miqneh, which means "a living possession 
... [for which] the possessor has legal title as he would for something 
commercially bought." (p. 56). Such a word, they argue, would be 
inappropriate to describe the relationship that Abel had with his 
animals, and suggests that Cain's descendents are the originators of 
commercial farming. 

12. See Von Rad (Genesis) p. 110: "Because of the union of these heavenly 
beings with earthy women, God's spirit and life-giving power entered 
mankind far beyond the original design at creation." 

13. Calum M. Carmichael, "The Paradise Myth," p. 47 of Morris and 
Sawyer, Walk. 

14. Various explanations of these sister/wife incidents have been ad
vanced, but the undeniable fact is that whatever the intended point, 
even the participants recognize that Abraham is not protecting his 
wife's body and so his own future progeny as he ought to do. 

15. Since both Abraham and Lot are shown entertaining the angelic visitors 
(chapters 18 & 19), it seems likely that we are meant to locate 
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significant differences in the styles of their hospitality. The differences 
between the two are subtle but consistent. Abraham sits in the door 
of his tent, Lot at the gates of Sodom; both first offer water to bathe, 
rest, and later food, but Lot's offers seem frenzied ("he pressed upon 
them greatly," 19;3) and more designed to impress ("he made them a 
feast"); Lot insists that they "tarry all night" (19;2), while Abraham 
asks only that they tarry until their hearts are "comforted "(18;5); and 
of course Lot's entertainment draws significant interest from his 
neighbors. Most importilJltly Abraham seems to know who his guests 
really are, while Lot apparently does not. Taken together these details 
suggest a distinction consistent with the rest of the story: Abraham 
is a thoughtful man of spiritual insight, a man who minds his own 
business but is also concerned about others. Lot is more interested 
in worldly pleasure, and in impressing others. What, after all, can 
have been his purpose in sitting at the gate of Sodom, if not to mind 
other people's business, and to intercept interesting-looking strangers 
to entertain? 

16.See Paul Morris, "Exiled from Eden," pp. 117-166_ in Morris and 
Sawyer Walk: According to the Midrash, "these 'histories' ... are 
focussed on the punishment of exiles and the overcoming of such 
pnnishment {'retums') ~Israel's sin and exile are a reiteration of 
Adam's sin and exile ~". 

17. Harold Bloom, ed., Modem Critica1 Interpretations: Genesis. (NY: 
Chelsea House Publishers, 1986) p. 4. 

18.15: 8-12. E. A. Speiser (The Anchor Bib1e: Genesis, Garden City, NJ: 
Doubleday & Co., 1964, pp. ll2ffl among others, notes that this is a 
contemporary covenant ritual, in which the parties to a contract 
incant formulas inviting the powers that be to split them asunder like 
these beasts should they breech their promise. Since God is the 
promiser here, the lamp and fumace that pass between the pieces of 
carcass {15: 17) suggest the physical presence of God. Possibly in this 
context we are meant to think of the fire as separating the two halves 
of the beasts~a negative image of God's water which would normally 
hold the two halves of the creatures together. In any case the image 
of split halves as a punishment is quite appropriate in light of other 
similar imagery in Genesis . 

19. See Von Rad, Genesis, p. 158: "the fulfillment of this promise lies 
beyond Abraham's own life, and it is scarcely thinkable that the 
Yahwist considered it as fulfilled in his day." 

20. See James S. Ackerman, "Joseph, Judah, Jacob," in Bloom, Interpre
tations, p. 103: "The brothers see Joseph coming and ambiguously 
refer to him as "ba'al of the dreams." This means something like 
"hotshot dreamer"; but the allusion to Ba'al~the Canaanite vegeta
tion God who annually descends into the pit and then arises~under
scores the mythic descent pattem of the hero." 
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A Handbook 
That Provides No Help 

Elliott Zuckerman 

I have read a good number of books about poetic devices, and from 
almost all of them I have learned something new, usually about some 

· detail or distinction in the realm of rhetoric. But the account of verse 
itself will typically sbike me as unclear and incomplete. On those rare 
occasions when I can piece together a clear and coherent account of 
the meters of English, I am relieved, for at least I can begin to consider 
the differences between the author's views and my own. But most of 
the time there is no theory of verse discoverable amidst the comments 
on random details and the vague waving in the direction of pieties 
about poetry in general. And so my reading of books about verse, even 
those considered important and definitive, has been an unrewarded 
search for how the author would answer this or that clear question. 
Although they call themselves prosodists, most of the authors do not 
seem to recognize that the theory of verse, like the theory of meter in 
music, is a bounded subject requiring decisions about how to read 
and scan and count. and that it is not for nothing that poets once 
talked of "measures" and "numbers." 

Recently I came across a handbook in paperback that I had 
somehow missed when it first appeared in hard cover. The author is 
William Packard, who (according to my brief researches). has been a 
professor of poetry at New York University and edited a magazine -for 
some years in New York but later in Maine-devoted to what he calls 
the craft of poetry. The Poet's Dictionary: A Handbook of Prosody and 
Poetic Devices was published in 1989 by a reputable publisher and 
reissued in paperback in 1994. * It carries a foreword by the poet and 
prosodist Karl Shapiro, who himself wrote one of the standard 
handbooks of the sixties; and there is a blurb on the cover of the 
paperback -placed in quotation marks but unatbibuted, like a sign 
in a supermarket-asserting that "both novice and professional poets 
and all afficionados [sic] of verse should rejoice over" the book. (The 
mis-spelling might serve as a warning to readers who still expect 
accuracy in such details.) Although I am something more than a novice 
poet yet not a professional (whatever that may be), I do, I think, qualiJY 

*The Poet's Dictionary: A Handbook of Prosody and Poetic Devices (Harper & Row, 
1989). HarperPerenniel Paperback Edition, 1994. 

Elliott Zuckerman is Tutor Emeritus at St. John's College. 
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as an aficionado of at least some kinds of verse. But far from pleasing 
me, the book made me indignant -indignant enough to write this 
unsolicited review. I do thtnk that the best reason for writing criticism 
is to call attention to a good book that might otherwise be overlooked. 
But sometimes a review has to be written as a waming against a 
presumed authority who misleads and misinforms. 

I 

Like many handbobks, this one is written in short titled articles 
arranged alphabetically. There are about a hundred and ten arti
cles-from ACCENT to ZEUGMA-in a little more than two hundred 
pages. I like to read such books by starting with one ariicle and then 
going on to wherever the references lead me. In this case I started at 
the beginning, because the article on ACCENT promised to lead me 
right away to the important entry called METER. It is in METER that the 
ktnds of feet are briefly defined, and illustrated with passages of verse. 

I deduced from the brief naming and illustration of the kinds of feet 
that the author seemed to subs crt be to a fairly common view of how 
to expound meters, which I call the Substitution theory. An iambic 
tetrameter, for example, in its simplest fonn will consist of four clear 
iambs. Then for any iambic foot (but particularly the first in the line) 
another kind of foot can be "substituted." In my opinion, this theory 
is by no means so straightforward as it sounds. It almost invariably 
ignores the question of where the stress of the substituting foot lies 
in relationship to the stress of the hypothetically underlying foot. To 
put the important question slightly more generally: Does the theorist 
subscribe to a more or less isochronous placement of the stressed 
syllables? Are the stresses more or less equidistant in time? 

Let's take as an example the simplest case. The most common 
"substitution" that occurs 1n English iambic verse is the use of a 
trochee in the opening foot: 

The Gods, that mortal Beauty chase, 
Still in a Tree did end their race. 
Apollo hunted Daphne so, 
Only that She might Laurel grow. 

In these couplets from Marvell's "Garden," the second and fourth 
lines display an opening inversion. And perhaps that is all that needs 
to be said about the scansion-unless one ventures into the realm of 
interesting prosodic questions, which, in my opinion, begins with the 
question of where the stresses of the trochees lie in relation to the 
stresses of the underlying iambs. Should we, that is to say, posit an 
isochronous, or evenly spaced, set of stresses, which underline both 
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the regular meter and the meter that is vaned with so-called substi
tuted feet? Are the stresses on "Still" and the first syllable of "Only" in 
the same place (so to speak) as the stresses on "Gods" and the second 
syllable of "Apollo"? 

Let me repeat these questions with reference to a purely metrical 
schema. Here is a representation of the underlying iambic tetrameter, 
the regular meter that is unchanged in lines one and three: 

ulululul 
And here is the common variation in which a trochee replaces the first 
iamb, as in lines two and four: 

luululul 
Now if the stresses are meant to be more or less equally distant from 
one another, the two lines would line up in this way: 

ulululul 
luul u I u I 

-which is what I think happens metrically. Of course there are 
prosodists who refuse to posit isochronous stresses at all, and al
though I think they then have a great deal of trouble defining what 
they mean by meter, I welcome learning of their refusal, because it 
clalifies where they stand. 

I would, with some interest, have started to search for Mr Packard's 
views about this question, but I was stopped short by certain details 
in his exposition that were misleading about far simpler'- matters. I 
quickly began to see that questions about isochronism were far too 
subtle for this book, and that innocent readers were in danger of being 
confused by statements and examples about elementary definitions. 

Consider the first example given to illustrate the trochaic, which is 
from the first act of Macbeth, a witch speaking: 

I'll drain him dry as hay: 
Sleep shall neither night nor day 
Hang upon his penthouse lid; 
He shall live a man forbid: 

To be sure, once it gets going the meter here can be called trochaic; 
but with all the clear and even sing-song trochaic tetrameters to 
choose from, why use one that begins with an iamb, in a line that is 
plainly iambic? Even the subsequent lines are not lucid examples, for 
in this meter the row of trochees is catalectic, or missing the final 
unstressed syllable. Lines two, three, and four look like this: 

luluful 
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Are those four trochees wHhout a tail, or are they four iambs without 
a head? But that is hardly a question one should have to begin with 
when simply being shown what a trochee is. Anything from Hiawatha 
would have made the point impeccably. 

Mr Packard's second example of the trochaic is King Lear's line of 
culminating negatives: 

Never, never, never, never, never! 

Here are five incontrovertible trochees, but in a line that I and others 
have used often enough to display the painful distortion of five iambs 
into their opposites. To be sure, the suggestion that there is something 
metaphorical of Lear's despair in the very prosody of the line would 
seem high-powered in the context of simply introducing the trochee 
as a foot. So why choose this example, which, for any reader who 
knows that it comes from a context of iambic pentameter, brings up 
questions far in excess of the matter at hand? As blank verse, for 
example, the line could be construed as five iambs with a feminine 
ending and misstng the first upbeat-a five-footed equivalent of the 
ambiguity in the previous example. 

Mr Packard's illustrations of the spondaic likewise skips over 
essentiai aspects of the definition, while at the same time prompting 
perplexities for which the reader has been given no preparation. The 
first example is once again from Macbeth -I am not questioning the 
quality of the examples, only their illustrative adequacy: 

Out, out brief candle ... 

These are not clear spondees at all. In the context of blank verse there's 
no reason why the first "out" shouldn't be taken as an upbeat to the 
stronger second. Or, to put it another way, this "spondee" could be 
construed as an iamb in which the light syllable has been "promoted" 
to almost equai status with the stressed syllable. But nowhere in the 
book is there the slightest mention of the useful idea of the promotion 
or demotion of stresses. The question of the relation of the spondee to 
an underlying iamb arises in full force with Packard's next example, 
a famous one from Paradise Lost: 

Rocks, Caves, Lakes, Fens, Bogs, Dens, and Shades of Death. 

Here at least I can (with no help from the teacher) pair up the first six 
monosyllables into three iambs-or I suppose I should say three 
spondees that are substituting for the iambs-and then be left at the 
end with two incontrovertable iambs: "and Shades/ of Death." Not a 
bad example at all, if only the reader had been told what to look for: 
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certamly better than Mr Packard's third and last example of the 
spondaic, from Ginsberg's Howl: 

I saw the best minds of my generation ... 

The only presumed spondee I can find here is "best minds"; but if I 
construe the line (or fragment of a line) according to traditional 
scansion and discover that it falls (not surprisingly) into blank verse, 
it turns out that "best" and "minds" belong to different feet: 

I saw I the best/ minds of/ my gen/ er·a/ tion 

And if I don't scan the line tn any traditional way-and one might well 
question whether an introduction of the standard feet ought to use 
lines, or part of lines, from free verse-there's not much point in the 
close analysis offeet at all. 

It is something of a give-away that Mr Packard follows his brief 
exposition of the various kinds of feet with a note of warning, along 
with quasi-scriptural quotations from Shelley and Emerson and Col· 
eridge which really have very little relevance to his warning. Here's 
what Packard himself says: 

No matter how adept one becomes at metrical scansion, 
one should remember that poets have always insisted 
that the intuitive music of poetry must come first. 

It is hard to know how "tntuitive music" might differ from any other 
music of verse, but the connotation seems to be that_ something 
intuitive must be better than something that sounds as mechanical 
as "metrical scansion." There is anyway little danger that a reader of 
this book will become adept at scanning, mechanically or otherwise, 
since nowhere in the book are there indications of how to scan 
according to any clear set of rules. 

II 

So far I have complamed of theoretical vagueness and misleading 
examples-not quite enough to precipitate an extended attack. But it 
was not long before I met the first of the many expositions that display 
deep-seated misunderstandings. The unlikely location was the section 
on RHYME--and I say unlikely because tn my experience there is not 
much that can go wrong when expounding something so straightfor· 
ward. Packard has no trouble distinguishing tersely between mascu· 
line and feminine rhymes: he gives examples of each, and tells us that 
the masculine rhyme falls on the last syllable of the line and the 
feminine on the next-to-last. So far so good. 
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He then introduces a poem of Herrick's that "altemates masculine 
and feminine rhymes ... until the final couplet, which employs a mono
syllable masculine rhyme." Anyone who knows the usage should know 
what to expect: a poem in which a couplet the two lines of which end 
in one kind of rhyme, the masculine, is followed by a couplet whose 
lines end in the other kind, the feminine, and so on in alternation: 
mmffrnrnff .... Such altemation happens to be the staple prerequisite 
for all rhyming in French verse (where of course a fmal schwa-like 
"silent e" provides the second syllable of the feminine rhyme). and 
because of the altemation it can safely be said that the totality of 
French verse displays an equal number of each sort of rhyme. In 
English, however, such strict altemation is rare, and I looked forward 
to seeing it done by Herrick. Instead this is what Packard quotes: 

A sweet disorder in the dresse 
Kindles in clothes a wantonness: 
A Lawne about the shoulders thrown 
Into a fine distraction: 
An erring Lace, which here and there 
Enthralls the Crimson Stomacher: 
A Cuffe neglectful!, and thereby 
Ribbands to flow confusedly: 
A winning wave (deserving Note) 
In the tempestuous petticote: 
A careless shoe-sbing in whose tie 
I see a wild civility: 
Doe more bewitch me, then when Art 
Is too precise in every part. 

Anyone acquainted with the stmplest facts of rhyming can see that atr 
the rhymes here are masculine. There is indeed something going on 
that is worthy of comment-and not easily noticed unless one starts 
looking for what aspect of the rhyming Mr Packard could possibly be 
pointing to. It seems that in almost all the couplets except the last, 
the first syllable of the rhyming pair happens also to be a monosytrabic 
word, while the responding syllable of the rhyming pair is the final 
syllable of a polysyllabic word. When Packard asked us to notice 
altemating masculine and feminine rhymes, I could only take that to 
mean altemating pairs of such rhymes, for we all know (and I think 
he knows elsewhere) that it is nonsense to speak of a single stressed 
syllable as "rhyming" with a disyllabic combination of stressed-and
unstressed (or stress plus enclitic). Moreover, even if what happens 
in the Herrick poem could be called a sort of unusual rhyming, then 
the "rhymes" called feminine would have to be characterized as doubly 
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feminine, for the stressed syllables are followed by not one but two 
unstressed syllables. Packard's confusion is deeply embedded, for the 
"rhyme" that he refers to is that of a stressed syllable with the second 
of two unstressed syllables. But Herrick's rhymes are not "dresse" and 
"wantonnesse," etc., but "dresse" and "nesse," "thrown" and "on," 
"there" and "cher," the second of each pair counting as a masculine 
single stress, just like the first-and indeed there is an over-rhyme in 
the case of"tye" and "ty," an identity of sound of the sort that is sought 
after in French but discouraged in English. 

Another way of putting all this is to acknowledge that all the lines 
are in the same meter, an iambic tetrameter (in which, as we have 
already noticed, the opening foot can be a trochee, as in lines two and 
four). Hence the rhyme, is always the eighth syllable, regardless of 
whether that syllable is a single word or the last syllable of a polysyl
lable. Nowhere is there a ninth syllable (necessarily unstressed) to 
provide a feminine ending, and if there were such an ending there 
would of course have to be a pair of them to make a rhyme. This is a 
wordy way of putting things, and I used to think of such matters as 
too obvious to be written out-before I encountered the strange 
mistakes of Mr Packard. Imagine the perplexity of some beginner who 
thought he grasped the easy distinction between masculine and 
feminine rhymes and then was presented with the Herrick example 
and its introduction. 

III 

It is under the entry ALEXANDRINE that Mr Packard makes his 
worst set of mistakes, and shows that his confusion about English 
verse is matched by his confusion about French verse, despite the fact 
that the book includes many examples of his translations of the 
French masters. Right away we are told that in the classical French 
alexandrine-which is, of course, to French verse what iambic pen
tameter is to English-there is a caesura that divides the line into two 
half-lines "of three feet each on either side." 

I remember when, during my first encounter with French verse, I 
tried to read the French alexandrine as though it were pretty much 
the same as the English; it seemed reasonable enough to do so: there 
are six syllables on either side of the pause, and since the hemistich 
often enough had its stresses-different, of course, from English or 
German stresses, but still discernible-on a combination of the second 
and the sixth, or the fourth and the sixth, it was possible to pair up 
the six syllables as iambs. This: • • I • • I, and this: • • • I • I, could 
both be read as • I • I • I. But I was disabused soon enough, most 
immediately by the sort of line I had to call "anapestic": 
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• • I • • I 
As an example of that sort of line, I'll use one that Mr Packard himself 
quotes elsewhere in his book, displaying as usual his taste for great lines: 

Je levis, je rougis. je palis a sa vue ... 

No amount of wishful scanning could force the two trisyllable divisions 
of each hemistich into three disyllabic feet. This line from Phedre also 
happens to be the line'that is cited in the article on the ALEXANDRINE 
in the Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetics, where there is a correct 
reference to "the fluid 4 accents ... " of the French line. Mr Packard even 
quotes the evidence against his own statement right after he makes 
it, for there he gives us the inevitable opening lines of the play: 

Le dessein en est pris: je pars, cher Theramene, 
Et quitte le sejour de l'aimable Trezene. 
Dans le doute martel dontje suis agite, 
Je commence a rougir de mon oisivete ... 

Although there are some half-lines in this speech (the second half of 
line one, for example) that could, for speakers of English, fairly 
naturally be construed as having three iambs, I should think that 
there is strong enough evidence here against the notion that anything 
like three feet can generally be found. The most common forms of the 
hemistich show two stresses-on syllables two and six, 

Je pars, cher Theramene 
Et quitte le sejour 

or furee and six-what I have called the "anapestic" hemistich: 

Le dessein en est pris 
De l'aimable Trezene 

or four and six. (In the hemistiches quoted, those ofthe first two lines, 
note the chiasmus.) When the hemistich is the first half of the line, 
the sixth syllable is the stress preceding the caesura; in the second 
half, it carries either the masculine rhyme-syllable or the stressed 
syllable of the feminine. And with this way of putting it, there is no 
need to speak of "feet" at all. 

But Mr Packard's misconstruction of French verse is merely a 
prelude to some deeper confusion about the scansion of our native 
tongue. Although the English Alexandrine has the same name as the 
French, it is something quite different: an iambic hexameter, with the 
usual break after the third iamb: 

u I u I u 1. u I u I u I 
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After translating the Racine into fairly wooden but correct English 
alexandrines, Mr Packard summons an authority: 

C. S. Lewis in English Literature in the Sixteenth Cen
tury ... explains the departure in English from the 
neoclassic conventions of the alexandrine ... 

Since the only "neoclassic convention of the alexandrine" so far quoted 
or referred to is that of the French classical drama, the reader may be 
understandably puzzled to'hear that sixteenth-century English poets 
departed from the practice of the French poets of the next century. 
But in the passage that Mr Packard is quoting, C. S. Lewis is clearly 
making a general comparison of the two alexandrines, French and 
English; tf there is a chronological reference, it must be to the French 
alexandrines ofthe sixteenth-century poets. 

The quotation of Lewis goes on: 

The medial break in the alexandrine, though it may do 
well enough tn French, quickly becomes intolerable in 
a language with such a tyrannous stress-accent as 
ours: the line struts. The fourteener has a much pleas
anter movement, but a totally dtfferent one; the line 
dances a jig, Hence in a couplet made of two such 
yoke-fellows we seem to be labouring up a steep hill in 
bottom gear for the first line, and then running down 
the other side of the hill, out of control, for the second. 

A new term has been introduced, the "fourteener," that has no entry 
of its own tn Mr Packard's dictionary. What he says about it here, in 
the article on the alexandrine, is entirely wrong. He quotes a Spense
rian stanza, and tells us that the final line is "a loose alexandrine, or 
what Lewis calls a 'fourteener. "' 

Now the alexandrines that end the Spenserian stanza are always 
easily scannable iambic hexameters. After the first eight lines of 
pentameter, the line with the extra iamb serves to give the reader a 
sort of shove into the next stanza-a little push that is, I should think, 
needed by readers of The Faery Queen. What Mr Packard calls a "loose" 
alexandrine seems to be one in which the caesura is not strictly in the 
middle of the line, like the one he quotes: 

Of huge Sea monsters, such as living sence dismayd. 

Whether or not one wants to call this line loose, there are clearly no 
more than the correct twelve syllables. Such lines are emphatically 
not what Lewis, or anyone else, would call a "fourteener," which (not 
surprisingly) is a line that has fourteen syllables, or seven disyllabic 
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feet. In the Princeton Encydopedia it is discussed under the heading 
HEPTAMETER. and is clearly no more related to the English alexan
drine, or hexameter, than the pentameter is. The three long iambic 
lines are of course quite different in character. The longest, the 
"fourteener," is usually criticized as "monotonous"; it is the meter of 
Chapman's Iliad, and may be the reason why (as someone once joked) 
that book can't be read, by Keats or anyone else, much beyond one's first 
looking into it. But gi.yen a pause after the fourth foot, the fourteener 
reveals itself as one of the most common meters in our language-that 
of the ballad, or the Common Measure of the hymnbooks: 

ujujujujujujuJ~ 

uju/ujuj 
ujujuj 

The kind of "couplet" that C. S. Lewis is referring to is clearly not, 
as Mr Packard has it, a mixing of mid-caesura alexandrines and what 
he calls "loose" ones, but a coupling of alexandrtnes with fourteeners, 
or, to give them the names that show their kinship, of iambic hexame
ters and iambic heptameters. In its day the coupling was nicely called 
"Poulter's Measure," after the presumed practice of poulterers to give 
twelve eggs in the first dozen and fourteen in the second. Princeton 
quotes an example from Fulke Greville, one in which he turns into 
trochees the opening iambs in both lines, as well as the line after the 
caesura of the hexameter: 

Silence augmenteth grief, writing increaseth rage, 
Staled are my thoughts, which loved and lost the wonder of our age. 

IV 

In the space of a page. Mr Packard as been wrong on many counts. 
He has unci early distinguished a "loose alexandri:Oe." incorrectly 
identified it with Lewis's fourteener. despite the obvious difference in 
syllable-count, and shown his ignorance of the existence of Poulter's 
Measure. As to the first, I have so far assumed that by "loose" Mr 
Packard simply means that the caesura is placed not strictly after the 
third foot. But in the rest of the article, even that becomes unclear. 
After quoting the Spenserian stanza. Mr Packard quotes a sonnet from 
Astrophet and Ste11a, telling us that there "Sir Philip Sidney used loose 
alexandrines." It is not clear from that locution whether he means that 
all of the lines or only some of them belong to the category: as it 
happens. twelve of the fourteen lines are strongly stopped strictly in 
the middle, and only one line-it happens to be the first-is interest
ingly divided otherwise: 2 - 2 - 2: 
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Loving in truth, and fain in verse my love to show ... 

The next "loose" alexandrine that Mr Packard quotes-the last line of 
one of the (Spenserian) stanzas of Keats's "Eve of St. Agnes"-conforms 
to the definition, for the caesura is a syllable late: 

Past the sweet Virgin's picture, while his prayer he saith. 

-but the line of Dryden quoted next and also called "loose" has the 
caesura in the middle: 

But mellows what we write to the dull Sweets of Rhyme. 

Perhaps a few additional sentences could have cleared up such 
ambiguities. But the matters about which Mr Packard was plainly 
wrong clearly required apology and revision, not republication five 
years later in paperback. 

v 
So far I have discussed only two or three of the entries in this 

dictionary. A selective miscellany of other references will show that it 
is wrong or misleading almost everywhere. In the following lines of 
Desdemona's, we are told that lines 3 and 5 and 6 are hexameters: 

My noble father, 
I do perceive here a divided duty: 
To you I am bound for life and education; 
My life and education both do learn me 

(5) How to respect you; you are the lord of duty; 
I am hitherto your daughter. But here's my husband, 
And so much duty as my mother show'd 
To you, preferring you before her father, 
So much I challenge that I may profess 
Due to the Moor my lord. 

But lines three and five are clearly pentameters that require only a 
minimum of elision-"I'am" and "you'are"-and even line six is more 
easily scannable as a extrasyllabic pentameter. The hexameter always 
seems to be a source of trouble in this book, but Mr Packard goes on 
to tell us something else: that "Lines 1 and 10 are foreshortened lines." 
Nowhere in the book could I find out clearly what he means by 
"foreshortened," but surely in the context of this quotation the reader 
ought to be reminded that line one completes the end of the preceding 
speech, and line ten is completed by what follows. 

No era of English verse is left unmarked by error, confusion, or 
neglect. We are told that in Beowulf "there is usually a single 
alliteration in each line"; but putting it that way hardly suggests the 
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known pattern in which there is alliteration of three of the line's four 
strong stresses. There is no mention of the question of the "silent" e's 
in Chaucer, and the opening line of the Canterbury Tales is given in 
one of its versions, without the instructive inclusion of the other. A 
version of one of the Psalms is given as an exan1ple of Free Verse, but 
without any mention of how the lines of the Hebrew are organized. The 
Limerick is more or less rightly introduced as an anapestic meter, 
but-without any wqming apart from saying that it is the "earliest 
record of the form"_:_the first example rtngs out with dactyls and 
ian1bs: 

Hickory dickory dock 
The mouse ran up the clock 
The clock struck one 
The mouse ran down 
Hickory dickory dock. 

Poe's "Raven" is the example of octarneter, but there is no mention 
there or anywhere else of the concept of dipodic verse, in which 
trochees or iambs are construed as pairing up to form double feet of 
four syllables. Poe's line: 

Once upon a midnight dreary, while 1 pondered, weak and weary, 

is probably too ponderous to be construed as anything other than 
eight trochees. But there are trochaic octameters that can be fairly 
schematized as four "feet" looking like this: uu/u. Such dipodic verse 
is the staple of Victorian comic verse: 

This particularly rapid unintelligible patter 
Isn't generally heard, and if it is it doesn't matter. 

Many years of reading manuals of meter and poe"tic rhythm have 
taught me that it is better to begin the study with comic verse. or 
so-called Light verse, and then work one's way to the freer forn1s. just 
as the analysis of a subtle minuet or a grand symphonic waltz 
movement might best begin with a study of the mere formalities of the 
dance itself. 

VI 

The poem "Sprtng and Fall" of Hopkins is wrttten with four stresses 
in each line, without regard to the unstressed syllables. Sometimes 
the n1eter may coincide exactly with a traditional trochaic tetran1eter: 

By and by, nor spare a sigh 
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And sometimes the line has to be marked with special accents that 
show where to fmd the stresses that would otherwise be unknown or 
ambiguous: 

Ali. as the heart grows older 

(with accents over the vowels of"Ah" and "as"). In the opening couplet, 
the second line is traditionally trochalc, but the first line requires extra 
notation: 

Margaret, are you grieving 
Over Goldengrove unleaving? 

(with accents over the vowels in the first and third syllables of 
"Margaret," to show the odd double stress on the name of the child 
addressed). In his brief discussion of "sprung rhythm," Mr Packard 
gets that first line wrong: 

Margaret, are you grieving ... 

(with accents over only the first syllable of "Margaret" and on "are"). 
Now it is of some help to be told to stress the questioning verb, but 
surely it is the stressing of the last syllable of the girl's name that we 
must be specifically told to do. By omitting that accent-mark, yet 
retaining the now unnecessary mark on the opening syllable, Mr 
Packard's version seems to prescribe the very reading that Hopkins 
had to warn us against, the "normal" reading of only one stress on the 
name, hence only three stresses in the line. If Mr Packard's accent-
marks represent a printer's error, then of course it ought to have been 
corrected when the paperback was issued. But his brief description 
of the Hopkins technique suggests that he did not understand what 
was going on). "Sprung rhythm," he says, "counts the number of 
stresses per line as normally sounded in everyday speech .... " I think 
the experience that most people have with the technique is that they 
don't "get" the line until they find the right syllables to stress (and, 
correlatively, those syllables that have to be glossed over); and that, 
far from always being the stresses of ordinary speech, we sometimes 
have to be specifically told to stress what would ordinarily be an 
unstressed syllable-as we are throughout "Spring and Fall." 

VII 

Mr Packard has an entry for PROSODY itself. most of which is taken 
up by a quotation of someone else. The statement is so uninformed 
and so tasteless that I wonder why anyone would choose to quote it. 
Here's Mr Packard's reason: 
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In addition to the introduction of entirely new ele
ments into contemporary prosody, there has also been 
a radical revision of the way traditional prosody is 
viewed. Thus Michael Moriarty, the poet and actor, 
described his own approach to prosody in an NYQ 
Craft Interview. 

The New York Quarterly is the magazine that Mr Packard founded and 
edited; itfeatured in~erviews with contemporary poets, and with those, 
like Mr Moriarty, who combined poetry with other pursuits. In fact, 
Mr Moriarty begins by telling us what he does, and what his various 
activities have in common: 

The basic common denominator I have through writ
ing poetry, prose, or acting, is music .... 

The pleonastic diction and the unbalanced syntax remind us that this 
is part of an interview, presumably recorded as spoken: 

And that's my own approach, my only aesthetic now. With 
each breath either of prose or of poetry there are certain 
principles of balance to music. Then, no matter what's in 
it, I never question its integrtty or its authenticity ... 

I'm not sure what the antecedents are of "that" and "it," but the display 
of fashionable vocabulary is exhilarating-almost as exhilarating as 
the outrageous historical sketch that follows: 

And, the more I look at the world through musical 
terms, the more I shed outwom modalities, outwom 
paradigms. And, as example: the diatonic system in 
Bach's time reached its highest level-then it had to 
be re-examined, and so the Romantics and the twelve 
tone series came along, and their creators said: "I don't 
care what people say; certain notes can live together 
and ought to live together." And they've proven that 
point well. And the same thing exists in plays and 
exists in life, like living in New York City. New York is 
a perlect example where not only certain notes can live 
together, but certain people can live together brushing 
elbows every day .... 

Packard and Moriarty have performed a service for me, for their 
writings have removed whatever vestige remained of my wish to retum 
to New York City. 
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VIII 

It occurred to me to look up the original reviews of the Packard 
book. The only one I could easily find was in Choice, where there are 
brief reviews to aid librarians. Here are the last two sentences of that 
review: 

Reliability and authenticity are hallmarks of this dic
tionary. which deserves strong recommendation for 
both public and academic libraries. It should also be 
on tbe desk of all teachers of literature. 
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I Theater and Polity 
Arlene W. Saxonhouse 

When we go to our local Vldeowatch or Blockbuster and rent, let's just 
say Lawrence Olivier's Henry V or Kenneth Branagh's version of the 
same play-or perhaps even Batman Forever-and then bring the 
tapes home to watch of our own VCR, with or without friends and 
family, we are participating in a mode of activity that began more than 
two-and-a-half millennia ago in rustic festivals of ancient Greece. 
From those festivals emerged the dramatic form that makes us 
observers of actions that we know are representations of actions that 
may or may not have taken place as we see them performed. Whether 
we watch videotapes or a theatrical production, we know that what 
we observe is not what we observe, that we are seeing people who are 
not the people (or the animals) that they portray. While we watch this 
fantasy world, we engage ourselves in it, and we make it real by the 
very process of watching-looking upon the actors as if they were the 
people they portray. 

The Greeks watching the drama of the Oresteia or the Oedipus 
trilogy or the Bacchae knew that they were not seeing Agamemnon, 
or Oedipus, or Dionysus. They were seeing representations of those 
individuals, men with masks to hide their true identities: by those very 
masks, the actors confirmed that they were not the individuals they 
were portraying. And yet, "fear and pity" filled the spectators as they 
observed events whose representations were performed ~n a defined 
stage, employing defined conventions. The characters whose faces 
appear on our television sets via the VCR are the same. The actors 
may no longer wear masks, but we know that they are not the 
characters they portray: while we watch the screen, though, they are 
real. We allow illusion to control us and, most important, as Mera 
Flaumenhaft develops in The Civic Spectacle*, her elegant study of the 
theater and the polity, we allow those illusions to educate us. 

Two central themes run through Flaumenhaft's work: first, the 
community that is (or is not) created among those sharing in the 
illusion of theatrical performances and second the educative role of 
these shared (or not shared) illusions. The history that she traces 
takes us from the profoundly political, community-building experi
ences of Greek drama to the isolated individual experiences of the 

* Mera J. Flaumenhaft, The Civic Spectacle: Essays on Drama and Community 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield. 1994). 

Arlene W. Saxonhouse is James Olin Murfin Professor of PoliUcal Science at the 
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 
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contemporary movie houses and theaters, with their dimmed lights 
and their seats all facing forward towards the stage or screen with the 
consequence that we have little sense of the others who share the 
experience with us. Through a focus on four different plays, Aeschylus's 
Oresteia, Euripides' Bacchae, Machiavelli's Mandragola, and Shake
speare's Henry Vas interpreted in the movie versions by Olivier and 
Branagh, Flaumenhaft explores the different political (or non-political) 
teachings that emergeJrom each production, teachings that must be 
directly related to the context in which the play is produced. Thus, we 
move with her from the ancient amphitheater where the plays are 
performed by actors with their masks, where from sunrise to sunset, 
the entire city watches, to the living room where, with a few others or 
perhaps alone, we observe at close range faces that reveal the psycho
logical drama of characters the actors are representing. From a public 
grandeur and speech, from a political community observing the 
exploration of the principles of justice, of membership, of order, we 
end up in a private, intimate world of personal pain, anguish, and, on 
occasion, joy. 

Flaumenhaft begins this joumey with an essay on the Oresteia. For 
those of us saturated with the 0 .J. Simpson trial that was performed 
almost daily on the TV screen, Flaumenhaft's discussion reminds us 
of the very important connection between theater and the judicial 
system. Her discussion focuses on how the trilogy captures the 
emergence of the polis in the process of making justice visible. By 
bringing the execution of vengeance, the execution of justice, out of 
the hidden recesses of the house into the open forum of the polity, 
theater becomes the model for the trial. Flaumenhaft's analysis made 
this reader, at least, a bit more tolerant of the events which took place 
in the Los Angeles courtroom. A trial is a form of theater and, as the 
Oresteia illustrates, we should be thankful. Through the theater /trial, 
the public community becomes invested in the exercise of justice, we 
share in a "common looking," and thus we share in the transition made 
so many centuries ago when the execution of justice moved from the 
responsibility of the kin of injured to the polis, when the political 
community on took the task of remedying harms committed. 

The trial as portrayed on the Attic stage or on our televisions is the 
retelling of the story, a re-enactment of what was. We may find some 
of the stories more petty than others, we may prefer that the story deal 
With kings and queens caught in webs of cosmic necessities to stories 
that deal with jealous, abusive husbands, but the publicity of both 
tums audiences 1n to communities grappling with the necessity of 
justice, with understanding the meaning of evidence, of motives, of 
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passions, of human desires-and the need for public institutions to 
address these issues. The trial as theater and the theater as trial draw 
us together and as the play-(trial-)watchers we are united and edu
cated in the ways of justice. 

To discuss one of the greatest pieces of Western literature and the 
0 .J. Simpson trial in the same paragraph may perhaps seem an act 
of sacrilege, but Flaumenhaft's book is constantly taking us persua
sively from the ancient st~ge of our world, showing us the continvities 
and the differences, helping us reflect on the cultural significance of 
modern festivals and even of scripts without page numbers (p. 78). 
Even though we no longer sit on the stone seats from sunrise to sunset, 
we engage in the activity that began in the Greek amphitheater and 
the variations that we have brought to that experience reveal much 
about who we are and what our politics has come to mean. 

Flaumenhaft's discussion of the raw and difficult to watch Bacchae 
continues her theme of theater as a community of voyeurs, but in this 
essay Flaumenhaft points more powerfully to the differences with 
modem theater. We are reminded of how theatergoing in ancient 
Athens was a civic festival. However much we may advertise "festivals" 
today, a Shakespeare festival at Stratford, a Shaw festival at Niagara, 
and so forth, in no way do these festivals capture the experience of 
parading by torchlight through the city in politically defined divisions 
in honor of the god of the theater and/or the city. But it is not only 
the differences between ancient and modern festivals the at interest 
Flaumenhaft. Through an analysis of the Bacchae she illustrates how 
that particular tragedy is a commentary on the community activity 
entailed in going to the theater in the ancient world. "In the theater, 
spectators must face what is mixed and mingled, mangled and im
pure" (74). The boundaries that defme where the citizens and spec
tators march in the parade, where they sit when they are in the theater, 
how they vote (or do not vote) as citizens, appear, under the influence 
of Dionysus, the god of the theater, permeable and uncertain. 

Dionysus wanders through the drama taking place before the 
audience, breaking down all distinctions between male and female, 
god and human, animal and human, city and country. Pentheus, the 
ruler of Thebes, whose body is to be tom to pieces and gnawed upon 
by his mother, tries ineffectively to affirm distinctions, political 
boundaries between cities, between male and female, between free and 
impiisoned. Those boundaries charactertze the city and are essential 
for the functioning of the political unity. But the theater, already 
questioning the boundaries between what is real and what is illusion, 
forces the audience to acknowledge how boundaries are constructed 
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and not natural, how the orderly procession that preceded the per
formance is a human assertion of st:Iucture against the formlessness 
of the very god of the theater. Yet, in the theater, "looking together," 
as Flaumenhaft points out, "they can face what, if experienced first 
hand or seen privately, might destroy their humanity" (77). 

It is precisely this "looking together," so emphasized in Flaumen
haft's argument, that enables the many gathered to become and 
remain one together, a r.ity, even as they observe a fractured world on 
stage. Modem dramatic productions, often drawing from ancient 
themes, point as well to a fractured world. It is world view that, 
Flaumenhaft suggests, builds of the cubist artists' representations 
"unbounded by frame or linear, articulated forms" (77), but the 
modem dramatic performances lack the unifying context of the 
Dionysian festival, the insistence the we "look together," that we 
remain a city while observing a "mangled" world. Modem drama thus 
re-enforces the chaotic world rather than controlling it. 

The experience of play-watching is quite different when we consider 
Machiavelli's comedy the Mandragola. It is not performed before the 
citizens of a polis or the random audience of the modem theater. Its 
political role is not to unity- or create a political community out of the 
spectators. Performed in private, before a small group of young man, 
the Mandragola is a subversive work not only in that it shows the 
pleasing victory of what conventionally would by called a sin (adultery) 
and praising that victory for making so many happy by it. It is even 
more subversive, Flaumenhaft suggests, by the very fact that as a play, 
it draws those watching it psychologically into the action. As such, the 
members of the audience become co-conspirators with the actors, 
subverting traditional political, social and religious values and delight
ing in the victory of that subversion. 

The private comic theater is didactic, but not as traditionalists 
might like. Flaumenhaft cites Bacon's claim that "poesy" teaches us 
about the world as it ought to be and that history teaches about it as 
it is. Flaumenhaft's argument is that the Mandragola performs just 
the role that Bacon assigns to history, but the play goes even beyond 
the didactic role of history of showing us the world as it is. It draws 
the spectators into the subversive role that Machiavelli seeks to teach 
to the young. These young men, so educated, will be able to transform 
society according to Machiavellian principles. Drawn into the conspir
acy they will cast off conventional assumptions and move forward 
according to the Machiavellian teachings they have learned from the 
comedy, teachings ever so much more acceptable when we as specta-
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tors have been co-opted to applaud their success in a comedy than 
when we are confronted by their harshness in The Prince. 

In her last chapter Flaumenhaft helps us understand how play 
watching has changed in the modem day as she explores the different 
textures of the two movie versions of Shakesperare's Henry V, a play 
that. with its chorus, is explicitly self-conscious about its role as 
representational. In particular, Flaumenhaft develops the differing 
political contexts as a way, to illuminate the different aims of the two 
directors-one eager to draw together a nation during wartime and 
the other addressing an audience disillusioned by war after Vietnam 
and the Faulklands. In Olivier's version we see the director aiming to 
draw together a war-weary nation. The ambiguities to which Shake
speare's Henry V alerts us, about war itself. about nationhood and 
national unity, about friendship and its relation to political responsi
bilities are muted by Olivier so that the king's exhortations to battle 
for the glorious English nation can speak sincerely and directly to the 
modem Englishman and urge him, as Henry had urged his man, to 
go "once more unto the breach" (145). The director's role is here a 
political one and those seetng the movie, captured by the brilliant 
colors, motivated by Olivier's forceful portrayal of Henry, are swept up 
by the patriotic, ennobling power of the play. 

Not so with Branagh's version. The ambiguities of Shakespeare's 
play are ever present; the uncertatnty of whether the war is justified, 
the anguish of sendtng men to their death for a nation that may itself 
have no legitimacy other than force, all these questions play vividly in 
the close-up portraits of Branagh's face. Psychological introspection 
marks this Henry produced for a population still struggling to make 
sense of senseless wars. However much beauty and eloquence mark 
Olivier's Henry, his movie seems dated and stilted at the end of the 
century. It shone on screens before television brought tape'd versions 
into our living rooms. The Branagh version, while certainly more 
powerful on the large screen, does not suffer in the intimacy of the 
living room. As a psychological tale of a king's anguish, it captures 
the individual anguish that we too must suffer and that we sometimes 
must cause others to suffer. As such, Branagh's version eschews the 
political power of the other works Flaumenhaft has discussed and, as 
such, captures the decline of the "civic spectacle" into a private. 
internalized, and perhaps even isolating experience. 

Flaumenhaft never lets us forget the didactic role that the theater 
plays, but real strength of this book lies in the insistence that we can 
only understand that didacticism if we attend to the context in which 
we are observers of representations. That context reminds us, the 
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observers, the producers, the directors, that representation is a 
political act-whether we talk explicitly about what appears on stage, 
the VCR, or in the retelling of stories in the courtroom. And as a 
political act, it can build or it can undermine community, it can train 
leaders as in the Mandragola or it can turn an almost random mass 
into a nation as in Olivier's Henry V. Flaumenhaft's book keeps us 
wonderfully alert to how much we can learn about ourselves, about 
others, about the nature of communal life by studying the politics of 
play watching. 



I The Human Sense for Justice 

Henry Higuera 

Clifford Orwin is a political theorist who has written several articles 
on Thucydides. With The Humanity ojThucydides*, his first book on 
the subject, he establishes himself as one of the most solid and 
profound political interpreters of Thucydides. Orwin makes the case 
more compellingly than any other recent critic that Thucydides is an 
original political theorist as well as an historian. Thucydides does not 
have a theory about the best regime in the style of Plato's Republic or 
Laws or Aristotle's Politics. Nor does he expound theories of the human 
soul or the cosmos and work his way from these through ethics to 
political norms. Nonetheless, Orwin persuasively argues that his work 
is a penetrating examination of the limits of reason and the meaning 
and status of justice. 

In arguing that the History focuses on justice, Orwin must combat 
the notion that Thucydides is only interested in "causes," i.e. non
moral explanations. In perhaps his most crucial discussion Orwin 
builds an intriguing case that the famous passage at !.123 about the 
"cause" of the war should be translated as follows: "As to why [the two 
sides] broke the treaty ... the truest a11egation (prophasin), although 
least conspicuous in speech, I hold to be that the Athenians by 
becoming great and provoking fear in the Lacedaemonians compelled 
them to resort to war. As for the grievances ]aitiai ]openly spoken on 
either side, ... they were as follows" (32: emphasis in original). In other 
words, translating this passage as being about "the truest cause" of 
the war versus the "pretexts given out" for it is a serious mistake. 
Prop has is means "accusation" or "casus belLi" rather than "cause." 
Aitia means "blame" before it means "pretext." In this passage Thucy
dides is talking about the blame for the war. 

But, in a further twist, Thucydides is here silent as to whom the 
truest allegation fingers as the culpable party. Is it the Athenians for 
expanding, or the Spartans for acting on their fears? Thus this 
statement actually sets up a mora[ problem about blame, and it is the 
task of the rest of the history to solve it. In the greatest war known to 
Thucydides, which side had justice on its side, and why? 

Now this interpretation of 1.123, while impressively grounded in 
both Greek and Thucydides' own usage, is based on a silence rather 

*Clifford Orwin. The HumaniLy ojThucydides (Princeton, NJ, Princeton University 
Press, 1994} 
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than an explicit utterance. Accordingly one wishes that Orwin had 
discussed at greater length why Thucydides is so muted in setting up 
the problem, and in general one wishes that Orwin had provided more 
analysis ofThucydides' rhetoric. His not doing so seems to result from 
the very tight focus in his book on the difficult lessons Thucydides 
wants to teach his n1ost perceptive and persistent readers, rather than 
the effect he wants to have on the general reader. Still, this latter is 
itself an ilnportant topic, and one feels somewhat deprived at not 
having Orwin's take on these matters. 

At any rate, according to Orwin the History addresses the problem 
of true blame for the war primarily through an examination of what 
he calls "the Athenian thesis." This thesis is a novel justification for 
the Athenian en1pire, and indeed for any aggressive imperialism, via 
"a particular interpretation of fimperialisnl] as disclosing a natural 
necessitl.)" (86). !fit is right, the Athenians are exculpated for expand· 
ing, and thus for the war. It is first propounded by the Athenian envoys 
at Sparta just before the war and is repeated with important variations 
at Dehum, at Melos, by Diodotus before the Athenian Assembly, by 
Alcibiades at Sparta, and by the Athenian Euphemas and the 
Syracusan Hermocrates in Sicily. At Melos it is made to include the 
clairn that this compulsion justifies imperialism even in the eyes of 
the gods, who "would not be so inconsequent" (106) as to punish a 
con1pu!sion which they must recognize in themselves. By Alcibiades 
it is further widened to include individuals. 

To show that Thucydides takes the problem of justice so seriously 
in his work, Orvvin must do so in his own. OIWin defends and criticizes 
the Athenian thesis with admtrable intelligence and honesty. He has 
a positive revulsion against an unthinking acceptance of justice; he 
appreciates how cheap, i.e., unjust, that ultimately is. Again and again 
one must adn1ire how he refuses easy ways out. He dOes not give up 
on justice in a smug way after detailing some problems with it, nor 
does he neglect to discuss difficulties after his most impressive 
vindications of it. Three examples must suffice here to give some sense 
of the range and seriousness of Orwin's discussions. 

First, many have seen that the Athenian speeches at Sparta and 
Melos, if taken to their logical conclusion, lead to Alcibiades: to 
competition within the city and the destruction of the common good. 
Many accordingly take Alcibiades as a refutation of the Athenian 
thesis. But Orwin argues that this is a non sequitur. These speeches 
might be right; if so, then Alcibiades and others like him are ine\~table. 
The deleterious effects of Alcibiades' frankness about his opinions are 
real enough. But again, the harm his frankness did was not in turning 
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all Athenians into versions of himself but in making the populace 
distrust him more than was reasonable. This mistrust reflects a 
political and theological conservatism deeply rooted in the nature of 
the many. 

Second, Orwin refuses to regard either the plague or the Sicilian 
disaster as divine retributions. His discussions of these are very 
complex and evenhanded, but he ultimately argues that the few 
explicit things which Thucydides says about them are determinative; 
and, as he shows, these go against regarding them as punishments. 
He says dryly, "The sequence Melos [Book V]/Sicily[Books VI-VII] is 
poetic, that is, more beautiful than true" (1 I 1). In fact, Orwin argues that 
it was the Athenians' very piety that caused the Sicilian disaster-first 
in turning from Alcibiades to Nicias, and then in the fatal delay of the 
retreat from Syracuse. 

Finally, Orwin gives due prominence to the moral debunking of the 
Spartans' justice which Thucydides carries out-their behavior at 
Plataea and during the siege of Melos, and above all their subjugation 
of the Helots. He shows admirably how consistent these phenomena 
are with the fact that the Spartans are extremely just and moderate 
much of the time. 

Ultimately, Orwin argues, much of the Athenian thesis is left 
standing. As a whole, however, it meets an ironic fate, for Diodotus 
and Hennocrates see things in it which, on one level, stand it on its 
head. It is not true that cities pursue imperial imperatives out of 
necessity. By natural necessity cities pursue what they take to be 
imperial imperatives; and cities are, by that same necessity, very 
foolish in interpreting those imperatives. Imperialism is a natural 
compulsion for cities; but so is folly, the illusion that one is justified, 
and the further illusion that one's justice guarantees one's success. 
These last two illusions are cherished by the Athenian many, as 
Thucydides states in connection with Sicily. They even affect the 
envoys to Melos, as Orwin argues persuasively in a very sensitive 
interpretation of their contempt for Sparta and their annoyance at the 
Melians for refusing to be talked into surrendering. 

Full understanding of the Athenian thesis leads to appreciating the 
difference between true compulsions and the illusory yet irresistible 
ones that always accompany the true ones. It destroys admiration and 
eros for imperial cities and is ultimately incompatible with an intelli
gent individual's dedication to empire. Still, it mutes moral indignation 
at the spectacle of imperialism. One cannot blame either Athens or 
Sparta for causing the war, although one also cannot admire either 
one very much for fighting it. 
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Probably the most challengmg part of the book (a frustratingly brief 
part) is Orwin's discussion of domestic politics. Domestic politics is 
where justice is supposed to reveal its power and attractiveness and 
indeed to reveal just what it is. Thucydides' position in general, 
according to Orwin, is that the human sense of justice is not merely 
conventional or artificial. Even the most dartng Athenians cannot 
shake the feel1ng that freely-chosen and active concern for other 
people's well-being is one of the noblest things and is also somehow 
demanded of us-that it is justice, in short. But according to this part 
ofOrwin's book, domestic justice forThucydides is not an absolute or 
categorical imperative. It can be outweighed by other goods. Above all, 
far from being master over our bodies, domestic justice depends on 
them: 'There is no greater political misfortune for human beings than 
to be freed from the constralnt posed by their bodies .... Society proves 
to depend more fundamentally on our hopes and fears for our bodies 
than ... on our capacity to overcome these" (182). 

The hun1an sense for justiCe is also flexible: it can be changed under 
pressure of necessity. That does not change the justice of the case, 
however; Thucydides is not a relativist. Under necessity. as in the 
plague or in stasis (civil strife), we lose our healthy feel1ng for justice 
and honestly regard as noble what truly is not. Plague and stasis are 
not uniquely revealing conditions for Thucydides the way the war of 
all against all is for Hobbes: they are political pathologies and produce 
pathological moral reactions. 

What is the source of the healthy, correct feeling? Thucydides, 
Orwin seems to indicate, gives no answer but human nature, because 
he believes that there is no other powerful entity in the universe which 
cares about justice the way we do. Perhaps the austerity of this 
position is one reason why Thucydides has not be~n considered a 
political philosopher. Most people who think that justice lacks cosmic 
support conclude that it is artificial (i.e. cultural) and/or 1llusory: It is 
much more picturesque to speculate about entities which support 
justice, and, if one cannot find any of these, it seems deeper to reject 
any stable standard of justice. Thucydides merely insists that healthy 
human beings will always respond to what even the most hardened 
Athenians did: that it is somehow demanded of them to make exer
tions, freely, for others. History, not metaphysical speculation, teaches 
us this. 

History also teaches us that some human beings achieve this 
freedom or mastery over compulsion; Orwin cites Diodotus, for one. 
The admiration people have for their cities is a confused divination of 
truly admirable but very rare people. Hence the importance for Orwin 
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of to euethes, "noble guilelessness," and to po1ytropon, Odyssean 
wiliness, the two virtues which suffered the most during the civil strife. 
These old virtues are real. Thucydides' regret at their destruction by 
stasis is genuine and deep. In their nobility they are akin to justice: 
They can both help one rise above compulsion. Justice and freedom 
are not wills o' the wisp; they are "demanded" of us in the sense that 
we can all sense our inferiority to those fortunate few who possess 
them. Hence, too, in the final analysis Athens really is higher than 
Sparta. Sparta represents compulsory law-abidingness masquerading 
as the whole of justice. Athens aspires to the real thing and is more 
likely to exhibit it in her flnest individuals. 

The Humanity ofThucydides is much too compact and some of the 
explications just given are uncomfortably co'!iectural and vague. Still, 
the book amply rewards extra effort in trying to understand it. Orwin is 
trying to teach readers what he thinks Thucydides has taught him about 
justice: The confrontation he sets up between us and one of the greatest 
of all political thinkers is immensely challenging and enriching. 




