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Seeing Through the Images: 
Eva Brann's 
World of Imagination 
by Dennis L. Sepper 

At the outset of The World of the Imnginotion: Swn and Substance,• 
Eva Brann explains how the project of the book originated: 

In 1he Western tradition 1he imagination is assigned what might 
best be called a pivotal function. It is placed centrally between 1he 
faculties and intermediately between soul and world. Thus it bo1h 
holds the soul together within and connects it to the objects 
wi1hout. Yet the treatment given this great power even by habitually 
definitive authors like Aristotle or Kant is tacitly unfinished, cur
sory, and problematic. The imagination appears to pose a problem 
too deep for proper acknowledgment. It is, so to speak, 1he missing 
mystery of philosophy. It was both 1he mystery and its neglect that 
first drew me to 1he subject. (p. 3) 

In the Preface Brann lists other motives for her Interest in Imagina
tion. Beyond the odd neglect of Its mysteries by philosophy there Is 
the recent vogue of imagery studies in cognitive psychology; her love 
of fiction and the attendant wonder about how words are turned into 
Imaginings; and "the doubly and triply enigmatic magic of the Imagina
tive life," the encompassing motive that led to the desire for a "delin
eation of the inner space into which the mental imagery Is, as it were, 

• Eva T. H. Brann, The World of the Imagination: Sum and Substance (Savage, 
Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield, 1991), x!v + 810 pp. References to It are 
indicated in 1he tex! by page numbers enclosed In parentheses. The book Is 
now avallable in paperback. 

Professor Sepper is In 1he Department ofPhllosophy of the Universlzy of Dallas 
in Irving, Texas. 
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painted, and a theory of Its reflection In the material Images of the 
arts, particularly In paintings" (4). 

These motives In effect articulate the structure of the book. Part 
One Is dedicated to the history of philosophers' attempts to explicate 
Imagination, Part Two to the chief phenomena and topics pursued by 
twentieth-century psychological Investigations; this leads to Part 
Three, In which Brann presents a three-fold logic/ ontology of Images 
as real, mental, and Imaginary. Part Four treats questions of literary 
Imagination; Five, the spaces of perceptual experience, of geometry and 
physical modeling, and of the painter's Images. The last major division, 
Part Six, discusses Imagination as worldly and world-making, espe
cially In Its theological, public-political, and affective character, that 
Is, In those aspects that direct It to life In a many-dimensioned world 
of feeling, thought, and action. 

Not the least of the book's achievements Is to organize a vast 
amount of Information and literature that might otherwise scare off 
beginning researchers, or, what would be worse, might lead them to 
concentrate prematurely on just some part. The problem is that In 
studies of Imagination a single approach cannot stand for the whole, 
and the various contributions are so diverse and fragmentary and tend 
to make so many presuppositions that one is In constant danger of 
not even glimpsing the whole. 

Yet anyone who has tried to assemble literature on the Imagination 
knows that, at least at first glance, imagination appears to be among 
the least neglected of subjects. Judging from the frequency and 
prominence with which "Imagination" and Its related forms appear in 
the titles of books and articles one Is tempted to say that it Is a very 
popular topic. But by looking Into the contents we more often than 
not find that these works are not really about Imagination In any 
lmporlant sense. The problem Is that "Imagination" In the late twen
tieth century Is an attention-getter, a word loaded with almost wholly 
positive overtones. It strikes us with admiration for artistic creativity 
to read of the Imaginative VIsion of poet X or sculptor Y; we experience 
anticipated satisfaction that a philosophic work brandishing Imagina
tive Reason will overcome the mincing small-mindedness of rational
ism. We inwardly assent when anyone urges the cultivation of our 
powers of Imagination, and we are easily brought to marvel at the 
Imaginative Intensity of children, who (we believe) are richly endowed 
with it. Yet If we were asked to give a reasoned argument for such 
Impulses, we would probably discover that behind them lies less a 
concrete understanding of what Imagination and Images are than a 



SEPPER 3 

vague yearning for creativity, for visionary power, for transcending a 
too mundane reality. 

The historically minded will recognize traces of Romanticism In 
these twentieth-century Impulses. To identifY them Is not to dismiss 
them as false, however. Indeed, Brann, having taken a jaundiced view 
of Romanticism, nevertheless remarks In the very last section of the 
book ("Coda," p. 790) that "sober romanticism" Is a "perfectly accept
able term" for the "life centerecj on the imagination" that she proposes: 
"a life in which the imagination is suspect except as it is seconded by 
reflection and fulfilled in action, a life in which the imagination is not 
worshiped as an autarchi!' source but understood as the enigmatic · 
conduit of visions." 

The philosophical basis of The World of Imagination Is most con
cisely expressed in the Preface: 

This book is frankly writien par/1 pris. It has a multiple thesis. Its 
parts are these: There is an imagination; it is a faculty or a power; 
spectfically it is a faculty for internal representations; these repre
sentations are image-like; therefore they share a certain character 
with external images; in particular, like material images, they 
represent absent objects as present; they do so by means of 
resemblance. (5) 

The sobriety of the romanticism announced in the coda Is grounded 
here. The power or faculty called "imagination" Brann understands as 
not essentially creative but recreative, or, more accurately, represen
tational by way of resemblance. The object of imagining Is mental 
images, which are like publicly visible Images. Accordingly, a great 
deal of the book js devoted to understanding the power of imagination 
by concentrating on the objectofthat power, on images, more precisely 
on visual images. This Is true to the degree that at times it Is the image 
even more than the imagination that is the real subject-matter of this 
study. 

But simply quoting from the beginning and end of a book can falsifY, 
subtly or worse, the meanings of an author. With Eva Brann's book, 
we would thereby overleap the accomplishment of the nearly eight 
hundred intervening pages: a compendium of the history and the 
phenomena of the imagination, along with a significant attempt to 
penetrate philosophically and psychologically the nature of images 
and the power that produces them. The "sober romanticism" that she 
espouses on page 790 Is hardly meant as a slogan, since every word 
of her description has a qualification distilled from the preceding 
investigation. Imagination is as central as the Romantics thought, but 
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not autonomous or autarchic, because It Is In need of being thought 
out and sometimes lived out; and though It "sees," the source and 
nature of the seeing Is puzzling, even mysterious. 

1. 

The positive notion of Imagination as creative Is a legacy of Romanti
cism, yet not just that, for although the precise filiations and Influ
ences are In dispute there Is an ancestor tradition that goes back to 
Neoplatonlsm and to the ecstatic and prophetic Imagination of medi
eval Islamic thinkers like Averroes; It passes through the Italian 
Renaissance and Dante, for whom alta fantasia and altotngegnoreach 
to the threshold of divine illumination. Indeed, this tradition directly 
enters Romanticism through F. W. Schelling's appropriation of 
Giordano Bruno. 

A Platonic origin for this tradition might at first seem an unlikely 
prospect, especially if we are mindful of the apparently devastating 
critique of mimetic art at the conclusion of the RepubUc, where Images 
are described as several times removed from truth because the maker 
of Images deals In derivative simulacra rather than ultimate reality. 
Still, from other passages in the RepubUc (and elsewhere In the 
dialogues-for example, In the Sophist), especially from the question 
that occurs to many readers-by Book Ten of the RepubUc If not 
sooner -of whether It Is not possible after all for artists to have direct 
access to the Ideas, there Is justification for a more positive Platonic 
conception of Imagination. From the simile of the Divided Line above 
all: for although images strictly speaking appear on the lowest of Its 
four divisions (images of physical things, the physical things them
selves, the mathematlcals, and the Ideas), the different levels serve as 
images or representations of one another, and there is in general an 
ontological relationship of Imaging that ties together the line as a 
whole. Viewed from this perspective the Divided Line shows not the 
unreality of Images but the ontological dynamics of Imaging and the 
sharing of reality on many levels that characterize the Good (for which 
the Line itselfis an extended image). If Plato presents images variously 
as intrinsically false, as representing an Other, and as standing for 
the whole of reality, it is not surprising that quite different notions of 
Imagination can claim descent from him. 

In contrast, Aristotle has a more carefully circumscribed under
standing of images and imagination, also more narrowly psychologi
cal; yet because of a crucial provision In the psychology they play a 
central, indeed essential, role in human knowing and being. In the 
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third book of De Anima he remarks the existence of phantasia, a power 
of soul that retains the effects (or aftereffects) of sensations in the 
absence of the sensed objects. A little later, after his discussion of 
agent and potential intellect, he makes an astounding and pregnant 
claim: that there Is no thinking without phantasms. We also find out 
that phantasms are Important to the practical life. since desire often 
aims at Its object through their Intermediacy. 

On the one hand it is easy to understand the point of these 
affirmations. The Aristotelian conception of knowing has us derive 
everything Intelligible from the sensible, and accordingly Imagination 
can be seen as a middle power which is not dependent on the 
immediate presence of sensible objects and which can perform a kind 
of distillation of what individual sensations have provided. On the 
other hand, Insofar as we conceive the best human activity as the 
contemplation of the highest, noncorporeal being, and insofar as 
understanding is in and through noncorporealintelligible species, the 
doctrine that all thinking requires phantasms seems to tie thought 
too closely to a remnant of the physical realm. 

In later Greek and Latin Antiquity and in the Islamic and Latin 
Middle Ages Aristotle's discussions of imagination, common sense, 
and memory were gradually expanded Into a doctrine of internal 
senses having corporeal locations in the brain (specifically in the 
cerebral ventricles, that is, the four spaces or chambers within the 
enfolding hemispheres of the brain). Any simplified presentation of the 
internal senses doctrine risks distortions and historical falsifications, 
not just of the exact delimitation of their functions but even of their 
names; here It Is enough to say that the internal senses accounted for 
the common field of sensation where the deliverances of the different 
sense organs are compared and contrasted (the common sense), for 
the various functions of remembering and recalling contingent expe
rience (memory in general), for the ability to recall and recombine 
tmages (under the names tmagination and phantasia), and even for 
the mind's ability to perform a first classification or identification of 
individuals under universal terms (called cogitation or estimation). 
These internal, organically located, protocognltive powers served the 
preparation and perfection of the phantasm that Aristotle had identi
fied as necessary for thought. 

Until the early seventeenth century this schema was a staple of 
psychological theory so widespread that It is virtually Impossible to 
find theories of Imagination that are independent of it; for the same 
reason it is usually impossible to trace the particular sources of the 
schema that actually influenced individual thinkers. By the end of 
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that century, however, it had vtrtually disappeared. It was replaced In 
large part by doctrines of Impressions acquired through external and 
Internal processes conceived In accordance with the new science, and 
by the various corresponding doctrines of ideas. In the Cartesian and 
generally rationalist traditions the Imagination and memory, closely 
tied as they are to the senses, are understood as tending to obscure 
the truth-which Is, after all, proper to Intellect. Indeed, one can no 
longer depend on images as having any cognitive reliability whatso
ever, since they can easily represent nonexistent things, and since 
even when they do represent an existing thing there Is no Intrinsic 
assurance that they actually resemble it. In the empiricist traditions 
the recombtnative capabilities of Imagination and memory constantly 
threaten to tum cognition Into fantasy. Imagtnation and memory must 
preserve the origtnal sense Impressions as unchanged as possible and 
must reproduce, compare, and associate them accurately If error Is to 
be avoided. 

The powers of phantasia, imaginatio, and the other tntemal senses 
were thereby divided and redistributed within a new natural scientific 
framework, and from this division and redistribution was born the 
modem conception, or rather conceptions, of Imagination. Insofar as 
imagination simply reproduced, usually In weakened form, the deliv
erances of the senses It was Imitative; Insofar as it divided and 
recomposed those deliverances It was in danger of leading the mind 
away from truth Into fantasy. Even the empiricist thinkers who taught 
that all thinking was to be understood In terms of impressions and 
Images had to find ways of distinguishing some cognltively reliable 
remnants from what was merely fanciful (when they did not ultimately 
surrender to the apparent impossibility of finding such reliable rem
nants). What these modem developments left us with was the division 
oflmagination tnto receptive and productive kinds: receptive imagina
tion provides building blocks for thinking and understanding, whereas 
productive Imagination makes fancies. The latter might offer enter
tainment but not objective truth; the former, although It yields mate
rials for cognitive constructions, Is no longer based on an intelligibility 
or transparency of phantasms that would allow one to posit a resem
blance to existing things, much less abstract from them an tntelligible 
species. Thus did modem philosophy both cognitively and ontologi
caliy devalue the image and the power of productng it. Even in thinkers 
for whom the Imagination plays a crucial role, or where a slgntflcant 
attempt has been made to overcome the dichotomy of productive and 
reproductive imagtnations-I am thinking especially of phenomenol
ogy and Kant-lmagtnation Is as much taken for granted as explained, 
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so that the reader Is left with the work of sorting out not just the details 
oflts operations but also its foundational principles. 

2. 

I offer these historical remarks not as anything new; the reader can 
find a much more detailed and historically thorough account (though 
without my emphasis 'on the doctrine of internal senses) in the first 
part of Brann. Rather, it is here, in these Platonic and Aristotelian 
origins and the modem transformation, that we can quickly gain a 
sense of the range of issues raised and touched by imagination: 
cognition, creation, art, error, human psychology, the nature ofbeing. 
And it is here that one can gain a sense of what Brann has set out to 
do and what she has in large part accomplished: to give a view of 
imagination and its images at once ample and focused, at once rich 
and common-sensical, so that we might defend imagination against 
the slights and belittlements that obscure its powers of enabling 
human beings to inhabit a world, as well as against the exaggerations 
that posit it as a faculty of world-making. 

Influential streams of twentieth-century philosophy and psychol
ogy deny the very existence of imagination, in method when not in 
fact. 'I)rpical here would be Gilbert Ryle's denial of internality in The 
Concept of Mind, which treats imagining as a kind of make believe, a 
role-playing that does not entail mental images; and, in psychology, 
behaviorism and the streams within cognitive psychology that pro
positionalize imagination. The approach of the final chapters of Part 
One and that of Part Two is largely determined by this negative 
philosophical and psychological background. Brann's goal is to show 
that the experimental evidence rigorously gathered by psychology in 
the past decades provides solid support for affirming the existence of 
images. 

The ''hard data" about imagining that Brann presents will have to 
be accounted for by any future theories. Those unfamiliar with the 
experiments will be fascinated, and every other reader will be im
pressed by the quantity of literature that she has mastered. In one 
experiment, for example, subjects are presented with pictures of 
three-dimensional solids and asked whether they represent the same 
solid differently oriented or two different solids. The response time 
turns out to be proportional to the amount of mental rotation at a 
constant rate that one would have to execute in trying to make the 
pictured objects coincide. This and similar experiments strongly 
suggest that the subjects are not merely sorting propositions but 
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having and manipulating mental images. In another experiment the 
subject Is instructed to study line-drawings of different-sized animals 
drawn so as not to strtctly preserve their relative slzes (for example, a 
rabbit would be middle-slzed rather than tiny In comparison with an 
elephant). The subject is then told to imagine the pictured animals in 
the space In front of him or her, getting closer and closer, until the 
image begins to overflow the edges of the subject's field of Imaginative 
space. Finally, the subject 1,; asked "to take a 'mental walk' toward the 
images and to place a real'trtpod at that distance from a real wall at 
which they judged the Imaged animal to be" when the overflow 
occurred. 'The result was that the various distances at overflow were 
roughly proportional to the real-life slzes of the different animals" 
(244). Again, the Image-thesis is consistent with the experiment In a 
way that propositions are not; moreover, the experiment shows that 
Imaginative space has a basic resemblance to perceptual space and 
that familiar Images have a strong connection to the knowledge and 
memory of real relations In the world of experience. 

Given this kind of data It may be hard to conceive that some 
theorists dispute the existence of images and reduce them to propo
sitional form. Accordtng to proposltionalism, when we describe our
selves as having Images, we mean nothing more than that we are 
disposed to utter a not necessarily well-ordered set of statements 
describing properties that we interpret as belonging to an Image. If I 
say that I am Imagining my son asleep, I am perhaps actually 
predisposed to make statements like "His eyes are closed," 'The 
blanket is gathered up around his chest," 'The muscles of his face are 
relaxed and he looks angelic," and so forth. All the apparatus oflogic, 
sets, and linguistic theories assists this proposltionallzation of im
agination. 

The reason that this kind of theory has plausibility is doubtless 
that for most people dayttme imagination is typically not very vivid 
and distinct; furihermore, as imaginative attention shifts, one image 
is very easily displaced by another Image or image aspect, or even by 
a "statement." For example, I cannot say that when I first thought of 
my son sleeping I visuallzed the blanket, the relaxed muscles, and the 
like. First I sought to conceive an appropriate object of Imagining, 
settled upon my son, then his sleeping-but only at this point did I 
tum to images, and even then the Images (if such exist) were progres
sively adjusted by my attention and interests. My search was more 
logical-discursive than imagistic. And once I settled upon my son with 
eyes closed and blanket drawn up to his chest, I did not immediately 
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picture the blanket that is his favorite--indeed, I did not picture it at 
all until I was already writing this sentence! 

Brann ably takes sides on the argument between imagists and 
anti-imagists while being fair to both. The lesson that she draws from 
the experiments and the theorizing of psychological science is not so 
much that the existence of mental images is proved as that they make 
very plausible the claim, advanced as well by common sense, that we 
reaUy do imagine images. Western philosophy and science have almost 
always associated ima'ges with the channnels of sense, so insofar as 
we can show that Images as Imagined are governed by principles and 
parameters found In sense we have good grounds for the existence 
thesis. Although expedients might be Invoked to save propositional
ism, they would be ad hoc and would have to appeal to yet deeper 
mechanisms to account for the temporal functioning of imagination. 
in cases like these--they are abundant-the advantage is overwhelm
ingly with common-sense folk psychology, which "naively" holds that 
Imagining really does involve having mental images. 

3. 

In the first part of her book Brann reviews the opinions of the learned 
on imagination; in the second part she establishes the existence of 
Images. She goes on in the third to describe their nature. Part Three 
presents the logic of images-which is simultaneously the ontology of 
images-according to three kinds: real images (that is, real depictions 
of real objects), mental images (unreal pictures of real objects), and 
imaginary images (mental images of unreal objects). 

"Real" is not intended approvingly, nor Is "unreal" derogatory. 
Brann takes the real In a (Latinly) literal sense, as meaning 
'"thinghood,' and material thinghood at that" (387). The metaphysics 
of the image as founded in the principles of Otherness and Sameness 
is explained by following Plato's Sophist. As usual Brann does. not 
brush aside the unresolved difficulties of the argument and acknowl
edges that, as so often in the controversies about imagination, we are 
faced with another divide on the question of existence of"such beings 
as Images, meaning that some things, natural and artificial, display 
the look of other things without being as fully what those others are" 
(395). Her positive thesis, once the kind of being that resembles 
another is affirmed, Is that we can develop a significant understanding 
of a logic of pictures and picturing. Not a theory of picturing in 
language (language is assertive, pictures are not), but in Images, 
pictorial images. 
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This logic has boih Internal and external aspects. Internally an 
image has truih-value, because It can reveal someihing about what it 
depicts and can correctly correspond to ihe visual facts; yet to be fully 
true !he picture must be not just shown but also asserted, even if only 
by having a title. Pictures always have a point of view, whereas 
statements are not ordinarily perspectival-ihey try to state simply 
how things are In lhemselves. Propositions follow syntactical rules, 
but !here are no such rules for pictures; ''whatever markmaking Is 
physically possible and cru1 gain acceptance is allowed" (40 1). Pictures 
do not have discrete and countable subjects and predicates; ihus it Is 
often not easy to say what a picture Is "about." Propositions use 
general names, whereas ihe figures of a picture are always concrete 
and determinate and usually lnok Uke somelhlng. Propositions are 
digital, pictures are analog. Propositions can be put togeiher by 
determinate connectives, but ihe concatenation of pictures Is much 
more open-ended and indeterminate In meaning. Moreover, pictures 
cannot be negated per se,lhat Is, one cannot concretely and positively 
Image negations and contradictions. 

Externally Brann argues for a syncretism oflheories ofhowplctures 
represent originals. She presents four major lheories concerning lhe 
object of representation: lhe causal (referring to lhe history of produc
tion),ihe aulhorial (referring to Intention), !he inferential (emphasizing 
lhe pictorial competence of ihe observer), and ihe projective (basing 
Itself on a lheoryofhowihe original is projected against a background). 
Theories of ihe representational relation Itself she schematlzes Into 
lhree types: lhe make-believe, based on socially established and 
internalized rules of language use, ihe denotative, which holds !hat 
pictures refer to originals as words do to lhlngs (symbolism), and lhe 
resemblant, which comes In varieties speclfied according to ihe many 
ways of producing resemblance. The overriding concern of her argu
ment, however, is not to be eclectic but to showihat, once ihe existence 
of images is affirmed and !heir resemblance to some original acknowl
edged, !here Is ample space for all ihese different lheories to make 
!heir specific contributions to understanding images and imagination. 

4. 

Parts One lhrough Three of The World of Imagination move from 
general philosophical iheorles of imagination lhrough psychological 
lheories and phenomena to a logic of the nature of Images. Once it is 
established that Images are and what !hey are, Parts Four lhrough 
Six discuss ihe evocation, lhe making, and the use of Images In lhe 
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context of their spaces and their capacity for allowing us to re-view or 
re-envislon the world. Part Four examines the relations between 
language and Images In epic, poetry, novels, myths, and fantasy; Part 
Five, the Inner space of Imagining, the space of geometrical envisioning 
and physical modeling, and the aesthetic space of painting; and Part 
Six, the functions of imagination In theology, In private and public 
visions and memories, and In Its attachment to place and to feeling. 

The first three parts display Brann's deep sense of objectivity. She 
submits herself to the task that the subject matter Imposes and carries 
It out with energy, care, and fairness. In the last three we witness In 
addition the stronger emergence of her philosophical and even per
sonal preferences (though, as she grants at the beginning of the book, 
her taking of positions Is implicit all along). But this hardly Impairs 
the book's value. The discussions of literary, aesthetic, theological, 
and political uses of Imagination are indeed shaped by her experience 
and preferences, but few readers will be able to pretend to anything 
ampler or deeper. Even where one can quickly think up alternative 
emphases and different examples, the occasions are rare that she can 
be accused of onesidedness. 

In reading many passages I could not help feeling admiration for 
the beauty and rightness of Brann's description. Her evocation of the 
scene In the Odyssey In which Penelope Interviews the still-disguised 
Odysseus Is a brief masterpiece of engaged Interpretation that 
illustrates with supreme clarity the theoretical point that passages of 
literature must often be pictured in order to be appreciated. 

Yet It Is precisely when Brann so strongly emphasizes the primacy 
of visual Images that I begin to feel an uneasiness. Not that she 
oversimplifies things. For example, the scene from the Odyssey Is not 
used to prove that literature simply translates seen things Into words 
while reading does the reverse. As she remarks at the end of the first 
chapter of Part Four: 

So far In this chapter I have been concerned with literary Imagining 
as It has Spectftcally to do with envisioning, be It of the figures or 
the structure of a text. The objection will be raised that the "literary 
Imagination• has other, more peculiarly literary function$, partic
ularly the narration of events and the development of the Inner 
characteristics of people, places, and objects. I readily grant that 
all these are the business of Imagination In the wide sense. My 
project In this book Is, however, to atlend to the imagination In Its 
root-sense, as visual Imitation. That is why the power of verbal 
Imagining to Imitate, within Its limits, the visual world, real or 
Imaginary, Is here the center of attention. (486-87) 
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The "root-sense" of visual imitation, she also contends, Is connected 
to "a temperamental leaning toward the spatial aspects of literature, 
toward a panoramic visual contemplation In preference to an essen
tially temporal narrative development, [wWch] ... betoken[s] a sort of 
pre-political conservatism, conservatism In the literal sense, a liking 
for the timeless looks of things" (486). 

I noted earlier that In some ways this book Is more about Images 
than about Imagination, T/tf! World ofimages rather than Imagination. 
One can, I tWnk, take Issue with this "temperamental leaning'' and 
assert that in Its enthusiasm for Images as timeless looks it underplays 
something else that Is Important. In the ordinary sense of the word, 
Imagination has more to do with the power of Imagining than the ol?fect 
of Imagining; !tis the use of Images, not having them, thatls crucial, 
and In use Images or phantasms (to use the ancient term) are not 
Intrinsically more spatial than temporal. An animal that can retain 
and recall visual images, the fixed looks of things, does not thereby 
become an imagining animal. Having such a power Is a material 
condition of Imagination, but one also has to add to It a formal cause, 
the ability to take an image as an image. That means that a being 
unable to take an Image as an Image would have hallucinations, not 
Imagination. Such a creature would have the capacity for seeing but 
not for recognizing a difference between appearance and reality, or 
between original appearances and their reactualization. 

Imagination is therefore a way of taking Images. What a visual 
Image Is Is a semblance of a sensation (It Is sensation-like without 
being a sensation). Although one might well grasp a great deal more 
from the example of visual images than of other kinds, this taking of 
a semblance as a semblance Is not Intrinsically visual. My memocy of 
a tune Is a semblance of a sensation just as much as a remembered 
image of my father's face, as Is also an imagined utterance of a 
sentence like "I can Imagine someone speaking, even myself, as easily 
as, perhaps more easily than, I can conjure up a picture of a face." 
The Intentional act Is as crucial as the phantasm. Imagination, to 
exist, requires both; or rather It requires the semblance of sensation 
taken as semblance. This taking of the semblance occurs against the 
background of the organic being's experience and so at least in this 
sense shares In temporality. 

The tradition that extends privilege to the visual sense as the 
paradigm of sensation Is highly plausible, of course, and as long as 
one maintains the spirit of analogy between visual and nonvisual 
imagination the paradigm Is quite legitimate. This tradition has a 
decided advantage thatls already indicated in the title ofBrann's book: 
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the images of vision present us not merely with images but with a 
context as well, with the background of the visual world. Things seen 
and things visually Imagined appear withto a space, a context, a 
world. Taste, smell, and touch cannot provide anything comparable. 
Sound can; an argument can be made, however, that It provides a 
world that Is not sufficiently determinate. A forest at dawn Is rich In 
sounds, but the majority of what would be present to vision Is silent 
and so does not appear. On the other hand, sound is in some cases 
too close to the nature r of Inward experience to allow a detachment 
sufficient for Imaging. Music appeals to a memoxy for sound, but 
(apart from madrlgallsm and program music) It does not per se Image 
anything. Still, a remembered tune does resemble and Image the 
original performance. 

At the outset Brann noted that she was excluding from treatment 
nonvisual and In particular auditoxy lmagexy (13-14). The grounds are 
several. Audltoxy lmagexy may Involve "an actual performance, a 
voiceless exercise of the larynx, a physiological, not just a neurological 
event." Auditoxy lmagexy Is non-mimetic and temporal, but It also has 
a spatiality about It (I presume this means that any lessons it might 
teach can be approached through the more intrinsic spatiality of visual 
imagexy). The lmagexy of sound has been less well studied than the 
visual; and treating It in any detail would end by raising even harder 
enigmas than are dealt with In the existing book (14-15). 

Putting aside the last point, one might well find the others argu
able. (a) That the auditoxy is so close to actual performance may mean 
that the auditoxy Is closer to being part of the external world and the 
active life than is the visual; but then an ampler treatment might have 
helped illuminate the transition from mind to world that is important 
to all the practical uses of Imagination highlighted in Parts Four and 
Six. (b) Sound Is as much a part of dreams and hallucinations as Is 
sight, and It Is at least conceivable that lmaglnaxy conversation Is 
more our constant companion In evexyday life than Is lmaginaxy 
picturing. (c) Perhaps the salient point about the near-performance of 
auditoxy Imagining is that It ordinarily Is inhibited; moreover, given 
Brann's penchant for allowing common sense Its due I don't see why 
the neurological situation or brain state ought to carxy much weight 
in deciding what Is proper to Imagination. And (d) not evexy auditoxy 
imagining can be conceived as an Incipient performance, for although 
I may Inhibit humming the four-note theme of Beethoven's Fifth 
Symphony when It comes to mind there is no way that I can give a 
laxyngeal performance of the many simultaneous Instrumental voices 
that I can, with effort, put before my mind. Indeed, it seems likely to 
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me that for the average person engaged In daytime Imagining It is 
easier to produce vivid sounds than vivid sights. 

Excluding sound Images because they are Intrinsically temporal 
and derivatively spatial, whereas visual images are the reverse, also 
appears problematic. One of Brann's chief witnesses is Kant, who 
although he gave priority to temporality In actual experience claimed 
that temporal consciousness has space as an ultimate condition (94; 
cf. 586). Brann's discussiqn of this essential point seems unjustifiably 
thin. And well it might. as dependent as It is on Kant's "Refutation of 
Idealism," a passage added in the second edition of the Critique of Pure 
Reason. This is not the place to argue Kant Interpretation; still. one 
needs to point out that Kant apparently sensed the weakness of this 
argument even as the second edition was In press, since he inserted 
emendations In the preface. Moreover, the controlling element of the 
argument Is the contention that "all determination of time presup
poses something permanent in perception" (Critique of Pure Reason, 
B 275); for Kant this permanent thing has to be outside consciousness, 
since the concept of substance is based solely on matter (B 278). It is 
thus not spatiality thatls atlssue but enduring substance. Some Kant 
scholars consider this passage to be in tension, If not contradiction, 
with the rest of the Critique; but, putting that aside, it Is clear that 
there are many unresolved problems susceptible to attack. One might, 
for instance, side with Descartes against Kant (and Brann) and argue 
that the first experience of permanency comes In the discovery of the 
self-evidencing reality of one's self In the failed attempt to doubt one's 
own existence. 

It is not my Intention to side with Descartes or to imply that Brann 
has gotten Kant wrong, for I believe that the Issues are still open and 
perhaps not even adequately understood. Nevertheless, it seems to me 
that the temporality ofimaglnation and the imaginative role of sounds, 
and especially oflanguage, need fuller attention. Here the better guide 
is likely to be Hegel's Phi.Wsophy of Mind (the third pari of the 
Encyclopedia ofPhi/osophical Sciences), of which Brann remarks that 
"there is no assessment of the Imaginative function in the work of 
knowing that is as grand and yet as just" (1 07). I would add: not simply 
in the work of knowing, but also in the work of re-envisioning and 
re-forming the world, In that temporal playing out of possibilities 
which is the subject of the second half of her book. 

Hegel's treatment of imagination culminates in language. Language 
as spoken is a phenomenon that is in many ways as rich as the visual 
Imagination, and one can argue that some of the phenomena that 
Brann deals with, In particular literary imagination, are inconceivable 
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without it. I would contend that reading is not primarily a function of 
visual imagination but of aural instead. An obvious rejoinder would 
be that language is too closely involved with concepts to represent 
imagination in its simplest form. Yet the visual image as timeless look 
seems to me too simple to rise fully to the reality of imagination. 
Indeed, I think that the "timelessness" is the result of abstraction 
rather than an essential character of imagination. To illustrate by a 
contrast of images, the fundamental object of imagination is less like 
a timeless picture than a "film clip," from which we derive the 
possibilities of both a static spatiality and a connected temporal 
development. 

Let me suggest here that the genus of imagination is the repotentia
tion of appearance. I apologize for this ungainly phrase, but at least 
until we have a more naturalized, habitual way of speaking about it 
something like this will have to do. The term does not in itself imply 
representation; representation is one of the basic functions of im
agination, but it is not exclusive to it, and representation itself falls 
into the larger class of this repotentiation of appearance. The notion 
includes both the origin in appearance and the power to re-evoke the 
appearance in implicit or explicit relationship to an original real-world 
object or to other appearances. In this sense the phantasm of which 
Aristotle spoke is not simply a recalled or regenerated sense-image, 
much less just a visual image called to mind in the absence of a sensed 
object, but an enriched and prepared intermediate originating in 
sensation and developed as an intention and an occasion of thought. 

From this position one might eventually proceed to conclusions like 
these: Although the Romantics were wrong in asserting that imagina
tion made worlds, it is true that it can rehearse worlds, and that this 
rehearsal is for the most part in Implicit comparison with the world of 
existence. The images we form are like transparencies that can overlie 
the world, or they are projections that tske the real and extrapolate 
potentialities that are not, or not fully, realized. And it is precisely 
because of the resemblance function of images that the work of the 
imagination does not need the constant presence of the plane of 
reality, because it carries significant, even essential elements of that 
world with it. A reader of Brarm's Conclusion will recognize that this 
is precisely where she arrives, the conclusion with which she tskes 
the sum and identifies the substance of imagination. Here I could not 
agree with her more. It is a real (and in some ways pioneering) 
achievement to have structured the book so that every chapter is 
interesting in its own right while helping to build up the final thesis 
that is so briefly stated in the Conclusion. (I in fact recommend that 
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readers tum to It Immediately after finishing the introduction). Im
agination understood and shown as a transparency laid over reality 
more adequately approaches the essence of the matter than the 
vartous philosophical and psychological traditions have managed In 
more than two thousand years. 

5. 

Even ifBrann's use ofKant is questionable, his argument nevertheless 
points In the right direction: that experience presupposes the exis
tence of what endures. What endures seems to me not so much matter 
or space as world, which is precisely Brann's ultimate frame of 
reference for imagination. The world, In turn, is the rather mysterious 
unity of a manifold that has the dimensions of both space and time. 
And spatial images, to give Brann her due, have the advantage of 
embodying a multitude of determinate relations simultaneously 
withtn a relatively fixed framework or space that Is a surrogate for the 
real world. 

Nowhere does this aspect of Brann's argument appear more 
strongly than in Pari Five, "Depletion: The Theater of Imaging." It 
begins with the assertion of an Inner vision (intuition) that has as its 
field of play Inner space, which comes In three versions, the percep
tual, the geometric, and the Imaginative. They are spaces that possess 
strong analogical and logical connections to one another. 

Perceptual space Is closely tied to perceptual memory, the most 
basic form of reproductive imagination; the second, geometric one Is 
a place of attenuated perceptions where "the deliverances of direct 
vision and the insights of the Intellect find each other" (598). Brann 
contends that It Is the three-dimensional Euclidean form of geometric 
space that Is the space of our mathematical imaging; It Is contingently 
three-dimensional (stnce we can in prtnciple conceive that there might 
well have been more or fewer dimensions to our spatial experience), 
but essentially Euclidean. This contention, far from expresstng an
other temperamental preference, is based on a mathematical princi
ple: among the many geometries for which we have consistent 
mathematical systems, only Euclidean space preserves proportional
Ity between similar geometric figures, or rather it is only In Euclidean 
space that geometrical slmilartty is possible. Imaging based in resem
blance could have no other kind of geometric and experiential field. 
And It Is on the basis of a space that preserves proportional relations 
that we can build physical models crucial to the natural sciences. The 
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richness of analogical relations that it preserves even allows us to use 
spatial images to model the realm of the mental. 

Part F1ve further defends the thesis that imaging is based on 
resemblance by arguing that pictures and paintings are imitations of 
mental images, imagination-images. The thesis is developed chiefly by 
way of claiming that "the great occidental and oriental traditions [of 
painting] seem to be at heart phenomenalistic" (670). Paintings simul
taneously simulate their objects and reveal them. Paintings are thus 
"doubly images: They are physically based images of mental originals, 
which are in turn memory-images of real or fictional originals," a state 
of affairs that "permits the most straightforward account of the enigma 
of painting: that a loss in verisimilitude is often a gain in verity" (673). 
In a book that is full of moments of beauty one of the most beautiful 
is the example that follows, the Old Stone Age cave paintings of 
Lascaux, which provide "a psychological training ground for the right 
responses to vital appearances by means of vivid visual imagery. If 
so-if it was in fact vital that these apparitions should live in mem
ory-their unsurpassable beauty turns out to be of the essence. If 
beauty is indeed in essence memorable visibility, the magic of such 
visions is not primitive but primordial" (675). 

Parts Four and Six are so detailed in their historical accounts and 
so rich in their panorama of phenomena of the imagination that they 
deserve an extended treatment all their own. Here I will note simply 
that the example ofLascaux embodies a principle repeatedly exempli
fied there, that in literature and in the various public and private uses 
of imagination we see displayed its power of re-envisioning the world. 
And at the heart of this principle is the basic phenomenon of imagina
tion, transparency, to which Brann devotes her attention in the 
conclusion. 

She begins with an epigraph drawn from Victor Hugo: ''The universe 
is an appearance corrected by a transparence" [773). Brann's initial 
comment ls worth quoting in full: 

In the philosophical part of this study I considered the productive 
function of the imagination in constituting a koowable world, and 
in the psychological part I reviewed Its reproductive role in cogoi
tively indispensable processes of visualization. I went on in the 
logical part to analyze the constitution of images, and in the literary 
and spatial parts I returned to the imagination as a power for 
picturtog words and a capacity for shaping configurations. But the 
last part was largely devoted to the Imagination as a world-making 
agency. This activity begins to an Inner space with visitations rather 
than exertions: it Is antecedent to the "labor by which reveries 
become works of art," in Baudelaire's words. To this internal, 
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unlabored work of the imagination can be attributed our most 
specifically human mission: to remake the world imaginatively. An 
ortginary, world-constituting imagination plays its role in the blind, 
arcane abyss beneath consciousness. The artful, poetic imagination 
is embodied In overt, visible works before our eyes. But the world
revising, world-emending imagination of which I am here speaking 
projects an Inner world onto the external environment and elicits a 
second appearance from the visible world. This imaginative world 
is neither so interior as, to lack visibilily nor so external as to be 
devoid of soul. (77 4) , 

To change the image but not the point, one might say that imagina
tion is always at least implicitly biplanar: it sees one thing as a 
projection of another, either in the same space of experience (for 
example, when we project a sphere onto a plane in three-dimensional 
Euclidean space) or between different spaces (when we project a 
geometrical schematlzation of a physical situation, or when we anal
ogize an intellectual process with corporeal images). In this sense it 
does not matter what the nature of the image is, so that its being 
intrinsically either spatial or visual Is not essential to its imaginative 
use. What does matter is that one Is able to move in and between both 
the planes. 

6. 

Although I take exception to the central preference in Brann's concep
tion of Imagination, and though there are many particulars with which 
I might quarrel in an even more extensive discussion, I can neverthe
less say that these things do not greatly affect the value and import
ance of the book, for four reasons. First, as I remarked earlier, the 
vtsual image, more readily and more fully than other kinds of image, 
carries with It the possibilities of the world of appearance. Second, 
whatever the status of the visual image, most of the claims Brann 
makes about imagination are analogically transferrable to nonvisual 
and extravisual Imagining. Third, her argument and tone are models 
of moderation; she does not push arguments further than they can be 
legitimately carried, and she remains fatr even in refutations. Fourth, 
the book demonstrates the author's constant skill at making the 
phenomena of image and imagination shine through the words so that 
readers might see them for themselves. 

This "Praise of the Imagrnation," as the Preface calls it, amply fulfills 
the threefold result Brann hoped for: it is a book to read for the 
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attraction of its matter, a compendium to consult for Information, and 
a text for study in a course or seminar (4-5). Doubtless there will be 
further disputes about its value and completeness In this or that 
respect, for Instance whether the seven exclusions she made---some 
"regretfully, others with unregenerate glee"-were all justified 
(postmodem interpretations, the traditions of the Near and Far East, 
imaginings produced by hallucinogens, the imagination of occult pmc
tices, political and commercial image-manipulation, non-visual imag
ery, and the psychodyniunlcs of image-formation and -connection); but 
it is also beyond doubt that concerning the topic imagination the work 
will serve as a source-book, or rather the source-book, for the next 
generation. 

It will not be a bad thing if people look upon The World of the 
Imagination: Swn and Substance as a kind of resource or reference 
work, something that its length alone assures. But it would be a shame 
if its compendiousness deterred them from actually reading it. By just 
consulting it or scavenging they would miss the best part: that in 
attempting a genuine conspectus of images and imagination, the 
author has synthesized her experience, the experience of a lifettme. 
The result manifests what can be called by no more appropriate name 
than wisdom. Let us be grateful for it; let us profit from it, so that we 
might ultimately experience and know those insights of imagination 
that (to quote Brann's concluding works) "convey at each return a 
coalescence of meaning and appearance that the ever-available exter
nal phenomena forever lack," that "shape the imaginative life as a 
prelude to action, an incitement to reflection, and an intimation of 
paradise" (798). 
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I Joseph and Judah 
Chaninah Maschler 

.. .It cannot be but an industrious and judicious 
comparing of place with place must be a singular 

help for the right understanding of scriptures. 
George Herbert, The Country Parson. 

This lecture Is a brief commenl:aty on Genesis, chapters 37-50. These 
fourteen chapters! hold the story of Joseph and his brothers, how 
they, who were the twelve sons of Jacob by four different women (see 
e.g.46:8), became the Children of IsraeJ,2 ancestors of the collection 
of tribes who, as the next four books of the Pentateuch will show, after 
four hundred years of slavery In Egypt (Exodus 12:40; cf Genesis 
15: 13) and for1y years of wandering In the desert (Numbers 14, 
Deuteronomy 1:3) became constituted as one people under one law. 3 

What I chiefly hope to show Is how the concluding chapters of 
Genesis4 comment on the conditions for Israelite and-who can 
tell?-perhaps, eventually, human, solidarity. What! value In the story 
Is Its truthfulness. The over-all message seems to be this: There Is no 
"final solution" to the problems of human rivalry and envy. But the 
reason for this tendency to human strife Is not that hule ("matter" or 
"mother") Is refractory, but that hunian beings are. There may, 
nonetheless, be '1nterim solutions." Acknowledging the need that 
human groups have of both a Joseph and a Juda!I Is among these 
Interim solutions. 5 

Before proceeding to some comments on this text, I had better 
remind you of the outline of the story. 

Joseph-the first-born, 6 long-awaited, 7 son of his father's favorite 
wife, Rachel, the woman his father Jacob had loved at first sightS-is 
so much hated by his ten half-brothers that they mean to kill him. By 
a curious series of accidents, Joseph does not die. Instead, he Is sold 
Into slavery In Egypt. In Egypt, he starts out being a house slave to 
one of Pharaoh's courtiers, Potiphar by name. But before long Joseph 
rises to a position not unlike that which he had held In his father's 
house, second In command, becoming steward to Potiphar and super-

Chan!nah Maschler Is a Tutor at St. John's College, Annapolis. This lecture 
was giVen at the college In November. 1992. 
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Intending all the doings on Potiphar's estate (39:4). 
Potiphar's wife develops a fancy for the handsome Hebrew slave9 

and trtes to seduce him (39:7). Joseph resists her (39:8-10). Mme 
Potiphar, unsurprisingly, denounces Joseph to her husband for at
tempted rape (39: 16-18). Very suprlslngly, Potiphar, Instead of having 
Joseph executed, or at least mutilated, puts him In jail (39:20). In jail 
too Joseph finds favor with his superior, the chief jailer. Joseph again 
becomes the second In command (39:23). 

While Joseph Is thus ihcarcerated It happens one morning, three 
days before Pharaoh's birthday, that Joseph notices that two fellow
prisoners, men who had previously been highly placed courtiers to 
Pharaoh but who had fallen out of favor, namely, His Majesty's Chief 
Cup-Bearer and His Majesty's Chief Baker, look downcast. When 
Joseph asks the jailed courtiers what Is troubling them they report 
that they have dreamed dreams and feel the lack of an onelrocritic. 
Joseph,while disclaiming expertise In the matter of dream Interpreta
tion (what he says Is: "Don't Interpretations belong to God? Tell me, 
please," 40:8), construes the dreams as foretelling that both men's lots 
are about to change-the Chief Cup-Bearer will In three days be 
restored to favor and resume his task of handing the cup to Pharaoh; 
the Chief Baker will In three days be beheaded. What Joseph foretells 
comes to pass: Pharaoh uses the occasion of the royal birthday 
festivities, which call for a gathering of all his court, to reinstate his 
butler and to execute his baker. 

Two full years after the reinstatement of the butler and the execu
tion of the baker, thus on the night preceding the royal birthday and 
the attendant festive gathering of the court, Pharaoh himself dreams 
a dream: 

He was standing beside the Nile, when out of the Nile came seven 
cows, handsome and sturdy, and grazed In the reed grass. But right 
behind them, seven other cows, ugly and gaunt, came up out of the 
Nile .... And the ugly gaunt cows ate up the seven handsome sturdy 
cows. Then Pharaoh awoke. 

He went back to sleep and dreamed a second time: Seven ears of 
grain, solid and healthy, grew on a single stalk. But close behind 
them sprouted seven other ears, thin and scorched by the east wind. 
And the seven thin ears swallowed up the seven solid and full ears. 
Then Pharaoh woke up: It had been a dream. 

(Throughout this lecture I use E. A. Speiser's translation, slightly 
modiljling It on a few occasions, the one exception being Judah's 
speech In chapter 44, where I use the translation of Eric I. 
Lowenthal.) 
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When, the morning after, none of the courtiers, not even Pharaoh's 
wise men, are able to interpret Pharaoh's dreams, the Chief Cup
Bearer recalls how, while he was out of favor and In jail, a young 
Hebrew fellow-prisoner had explained the fates which his own and the 
Chief Baker's dreams foretold (41:9-13). Pharaoh straightaway com
mands that the Hebrew youth be rushed from his dungeon. Barbered, 
bathed, and clad In decent robes, Joseph appears before Pharaoh, 
hears Pharaoh tell the dreams, Interprets them to mean that God Is 
by their means foretelling what He Is about to do-namely. sending 
seven years of agricultural plenty followed by seven years of dearth
and advises Pharaoh to act providently: 

"Let Pharaoh ... seek out a man of discernment and wisdom and 
place him In charge of the land of Egypt. And let Pharaoh take steps 
to appoint overseers for the land so as to organize the country of 
Egyptfor the seven years of plenty. They shall husband all the food 
of the good years that lie immediately ahead, and collect the grain 
by Pharaoh's authority, to be stored In the towns for food. And let 
that food be a resetve against. .. the seven years of famine .... " 

Joseph's advice is taken, the whole court assenting, and Joseph 
himself becomes, now for the fourth time, and humanly at the highest 
rank, second In command. 

"1 place you In charge of the whole land of Egypt." With that Pharaoh 
removed the signet ring from his hand and put It on Joseph's hand. 
He then had him dressed In robes of fine linen, and put a gold chain 
about his neck. He also had him ride In the chariot of his second 
In command, and they shouted "Abrek" before him. (41:37-43) 

As Joseph foretold, so things turn out. The seven years of plenty 
come and during this time Joseph has the over-abundant Egyptian 
grain crop gathered In storehouses (41:47ff). Next comes the cycle of 
dearth. Famine has struck the land of Egypt and along with It all of 
the eastern Mediterranean, including the land of Canaan, where 
Joseph's father and brothers dwell. Somehow, Joseph's father, Jacob, 
learns that Egypt (normally the region's breadbasket) Is supplied with 
foodstuff. Jacob therefor!) sends ten of Joseph's brothers, all except 
his full brother, Benjamin, down to Egypt to buy provisions for the 
family. The brothers succeed In their mission, returning home to 
Canaan with food stores. 

However, for reasons which the brothers could not fathom, the man 
In charge of food distribution, whom we, the readers, know to be 
Joseph, but who was identified by the awe-struck brothers as "the 
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man who Is lord of the country," had kept one of the ten, Simeon with 
him In Egypt. The viceroy, Joseph, detained Simeon, In Egypt as a 
hostage, ostensibly to test the truth of the story which the brothers 
had told when he, Joseph, falsely accused them of having entered 
Egypt as Canaanite spies rather than as members of a famine-struck 
household. When the viceroy, that Is, Joseph, tormented them with 
his false accusation, the bewildered brothers had replied: 

"No, my lord, truly yow; servants have come to procure food. All of 
us are sons of the same man .... Your servants have never spied .... 
We, your servants, are twelve brolhers, sons of a certain man in !he 
land of Canaan; the youngest Is today with our falher and anolher 
one is not." 

Only if the nine brothers return to Egypt with that youngest brother 
who, they said, remained In Canaan with thetr father, only then would 
the viceroy release their other brother, Simeon, whom the viceroy had 
chosen to serve as a hostage and had bound before their eyes (42:24). 
(Simeon, you may recall, had long ago been a ringleader In a terrible 
deed of violent revenge motivated by "righteous Indignation," the 
massacre of the people ofSchechem, whose Prince had raped Simeon's 
sister Dinah. See 34:25, 30,31.) 

As the famine persists In Canaan and grows more severe, Jacob 
urges his sons again to descend to Egypt for rations. Judah reiterates 
(43:3) what Jacob's sons had told their father earlier (42:29fi): Only If 
Benjamin, Joseph's full brother, Is with them will the viceroy grant 
them an audience, release Simeon, and meet their request to be sold 
food. Jacob, who had, apparently, not been willing to put Rachel's 
second son, Benjamin, at risk for the sake of perhaps freeing a son of 
Leah, Simeon (cf 42:38), now that all stand to die of starvation, 
consents to having Benjamin go down with his other sons (43: llfi). 

The nine, along with Benjamin, appear before Joseph for a second 
time. They are received with exquisite courtesy. Simeon Is brought out 
to them (vajotseh alehem et shbnon, 43:23) enttrely unharmed. Mys
teriously, they are treated as honored house-guests of the viceroy, who 
dines In the same room with them, although at a separate table 
(43:32). Still more mysteriously, the brothers' order ofbtrth Is known 
to the steward and they are served accordingly, except that Benjamin's 
food portion Is five times as large as that of any one else. No wonder 
that the brothers get rip-roaring drunk at that meal (last half verse of 
ch.43)! 

Next, Joseph instructs his steward to ffil the brothers' sacks with 
as much food as they can carry, to return each man's money, and 
secretly to stash Joseph's, the viceroy's, silver goblet in the mouth of 
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Benjamin's bag. The brothers set out early the next morning to 
re-ascend to Canaan. But before long the Steward overtakes them and, 
as he had been instructed by his master, Joseph, he demands to see 
the brothers' bags and, still following instructions, says to the brothers: 

"Why did you repay good With evil? It [viz. the goblet you have stolen] 
is the very one from which my master drinks and which he uses for 
divination. You have done a base thing." (44:lft) 

The brothers are, of course, completely mystified by this accusation. 
As for the goblet, it proves to lie where it had been put, in Bet1iamin's 
bag. 

Earlier, in perfect confidence of their innocence, the brothers, 
under Judah's leadership, had sworn that, should the goblet be found 
in any of their bags, the one whose bag held the cup would be ready 
to die and the remaining ten would become slaves to the viceroy. When, 
under the steward's escort, the brothers re-enter Joseph's house and 
re-encounterJoseph, Judah re-affirms this oath, except that he tries 
to erase the death penalty for Benjamin. Joseph releases the brothers 
from this vow, demanding only that Benjamin stay. The rest of them 
may depart, With all the food, for Canaan. 

All are silent, except for Judah, Jacob's and Leah's fourth son 
(29:35), neither a first born With a firstborn's rights and responsibili
ties for leadership, nor a last born (vs. 30:17 ff), as was Benjamin, and 
as Isaac, the brothers' grandfather, and Jacob, the brothers' father, 
had been. 

Judah requests of the viceroy that he be accepted as Benjamin's 
placetaker. The speech in which he makes this request has an 
overwhelming effect. Joseph can no longer contain himself. He sends 
his Egyptian attendants out of the room, bursts out crying, and says 
to his brothers: 

"I am Joseph. Is my father really still allve? ... Come closer to me ... .! 
am Joseph, whom you once sold to Egypt.. .. But do not worry now 
or reproach yourselves for having sold me here. It was really God 
who sent me here in advance of you as an instrument of sur
vival .... Hurry back, then, to myfttiher and tell him, "Thus says your 
son Joseph: God has made me lord of all Egypt; come to me Without 
delay. You will live in the land of Goshen, where you will be near 
me-you and your children and grandchildren, your flocks and 
herds .... There I will provide for you .... " 

With that he flung himself on the neck of his brother Benjamin and 
wept; and Benjamin wept on his neck. Then he kissed all his 
brothers, crylng upon each of tbem; only then were his brothers 
able to talk to him. (45: 1-14) 
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Joseph's brothers and father, along with their wives and children 
and livestock, come to settle in the Goshen region. Pharaoh has not 
only given permission that the Jacob clan reside there but takes an 
Interest In the clan's well-being; In fact, It Is at Pharaoh's command 
that Joseph furnishes his brothers with Egyptian wagons that will 
ease the clan's relocation. Once the brothers, their wives, and their 
children, along with Jacob their father, have arrived In Goshen, 
Pharaoh even honors Ja<;ob with a court audience. In every way our 
story seems to have a happy ending: 

The dreams of lordship which Joseph had dreamt at the very 
beginning of our story (37:5-ll), when he was a youth of seventeen, 
after his father, by giving him that princely robe (37:4), had made 
manifest that he had chosen to elevate Joseph above his brothers, 
have been borne out. 

Jacob, the man who, at his mother's urging, had tried to acquire 
his brother's first-born rights by stealth (chs. 27 and 25), and who 
must, or ought (cf Hosea 12:4, Jeremiah 9:3), to have Interpreted the 
suffering that thereafter befell him as deserved, lives to regain and 
bless his favorite son and even meets and blesses the grandsons by 
Joseph (47:29fl), finds out that his worries about Simeon, or perhaps 
rather, his apprehensions that Simeon's brothers are guilty of having 
sold one ofthelr own Into slavery, were unfounded, and dies peacefully 
In bed (49:33). (By his sufferings I mean: the substitution, In the 
marital bed, of the elder for the younger and beloved sister; the death 
In childbirth of the woman he loved (ch. 35); the loss of Joseph-the 
son who, in Jacob's Imagination, was his true firstborn (30:25,26). 
being the firstborn by the wife so greatly loved that a seven-year 
indenture as bride-price seemed to him but a few days (29:20); the 
nagging suspicion that nine of his sons had sold their brother Simeon 
into Egyptian slavery for food; the agonized waiting for the return of 
Benjamin.) 

Through Joseph's foresight and careful management, both his own 
family and the population of Egypt are preserved (ch. 47). 

But how can a story such as I have just told have a happy ending? 
True, we have all the preceding stories ln the book of Genesis to show 
that rivalry and envy need not lead to murder, as It did In the case of 
the first pair of brothers, Cain and Abel: Abraham's firstborn. 
Ylshmael, and his younger brother Isaac bury their father Abraham 
together (25:8fl); the battle Esau plans against his younger twin
brother Jacob (33:1) Is staved off (33:10); earlier, Abraham had 
providently prevented war between his own and his nephew Lot's 
households (ch. 13); and even Laban and his son-In-law and nephew 
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Jacob and their households become, in a manner of speaking, recon
ciled (ch. 31). Yet deciding to split and make a treaty, which Is what 
happens In most of these cases, Is not amity and peace. It Is truce and 
avoidance, a "holding operation." 

To see whether and how something better happens In the case of 
Joseph and his brothers I want to look more narrowly at three 
sentences-

(!)a statement by the Biblical narrator about Joseph and about his 
brothers, 

(2) the request of Judah already alluded to, that he be allowed to 
go surety for his brother Benjamin, and 

(3) a question asked by Joseph of his brothers and, I think, himself. 

(1) The statement by the narrator occurs In ch. 42, vs 7, In the 
context of the brothers' first meeting with Joseph In Egypt, after they 
had spent some twenty years or so believing him dead or disappeared. 
The narrator reports: 

When Joseph saw his brothers, he recognized (vqjakirem) them, but 
made himself unrecognizable ( vajitnakef) to them and spoke 
harshly to them. 

The root of the words I pronounced just now in Hebrew is repeated: 

When Joseph recognized his brothers (vqjakef) while they failed to 
recognize him (lo hakiruhu), he was remtoded of the dreams he had 
dreamt about them and said to them: "You are spies. You have come 
to look at the nakedness of the land." 

When the brothers, poor yokels, staunchly deny that they are spies, 
Joseph repeats his accusation: 

"Yes, you have come to look at the land in its nakedness." What's 
going on here? · 

It is altogether according to expectation that the brothers should 
fail to perceive the seventeen-year-old father's pet whom they had put 
In an empty desert watering hole some twenty years earlier in the 
grandly dressed and probably enthroned viceroy of Egypt. Nor is it 
strange that Joseph, contrariwise, seeing the ten of them together, 
dressed as he remembers his kinfolk to dress and speaking In the 
language of Canaan on which he had himself been raised, should 
recognize his brothers. So our lexically economical text can be pre
sumed to dwell on the root of the Hebrew word for "recognize," 
"discern," "identify," and, perhaps (see Brown, Driver, Briggs p. 648 
top), "foreign," "strange," for reasons beyond the reported fact. 
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This same root, nkr, occurs twice, and at crucial places, elsewhere 
In our text. It figures In the vignette at the end of our story's opening 
chapter, ch. 37, when the brothers arrange for a messenger to bring 
Joseph's blood-stainedcoatof distinctioniO to his father, so as to trick 
the father into saying and believing that Joseph had been tom to 
pieces by some wild beast (see 37:32 and look before and after). The 
other spot where It occurs Is Inch. 38 (vss 25,26 to be exact}, the odd 
episode about Judah and his widowed daughter-In-law, Tamar.ll 
Spelling out the full meaning of this fact Is too large a task for me. I 
do, however, want to use the fact that the thematic root, nkr, as used 
In these two other places, Involves some sort of trickery; I also want 
to use the fact that In the two locales just indicated some sort of coming 
to one's senses, acknowledging of a wrong, seems to be lnvolved.l2 

The present question is, what does It mean, psychologically, to 
report (as does the narrator In the King James version) that Joseph 
"knew" his brothers but "made himself strange unto them." The 
blatantly false accusation that his brothers are spies comes to our aid. 
Isn't It obvious that Joseph rather than his brothers Is doing the 
spying? 

He does so at great length. First he incarcerates the brothers 
together (42: 17}, commanding that one of them be freed to return to 
Canaan so as to fetch the youngest brother, Benjamin, whom they 
had mentioned when the viceroy grilled them. One brother Is to be 
released, the remaining nine are to stay in Egypt until the released 
one returns with Benjamin. Joseph gives the brothers three days to 
moan and bicker over who Is to stay, who to leave, meanwhile availing 
himself of the opportunity to listen in on their conversation. ln the 
course of these three days he overhears his brothers saying: 

... but we are guilly concerning our brother [though we are Innocent 
of the charge of spying], In that we saw his soul's distress when he 
pleaded with us but did not listen. (42:21) 

In addition, Joseph learns that the ten had not been an undifferenti
ated troop of enemies, since he overhears his eldest brother, Reuben's, 
exclamation: 

"Didn't I warn you to do no wrong to the boy? But you would not 
listen. Now comes the accounting for his blood. • (42:22; cf 37:22, 
37: 29,30) 

I imagine that it was as a result of what he has thus found out that 
Joseph changed his command: Nine are to return to Canaan while one 
Is kept In Egypt as a hostage (42:19). 

Throughout the three days Joseph spoke to the brothers via an 
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Interpreter, so that they are not aware that the viceroy is spying on 
them. 

When Joseph changes his mind about how many are to stay In 
Egypt and how many are to return to Canaan, the narrator quotes 
Joseph as having said "I fear God .. .," which jerked me Into realizing 
that one man could hardly have carried enough food back to Canaan 
to keep the father, the women, and the little ones back home alive, 
and made me aware that Joseph's first command was, from a practical 
point of view, more than lll-considered. Are we meant to condemn him? 

· Only on rare occasions does the narrator in Genesis tell us outright 
which of two or more competing characters to side with. (To my mind, 
this Is one of the attributes of the book which equips It for being 
torah-instruction: We are called upon to judge, but the more we study 
the narrative, the less confident we feel that we know enough about 
fathers and mothers and sisters and brothers justly to appraise their 
character and conduct. Every new connection we make between this 
verse and that seems to change meanings and motives.) Thus In the 
present instance the narrator seems to leave the reader free to follow 
the Impulse of feeling sorry for the brothers and critical of Joseph. 
Joseph, after all, Is perseveringly manipulative, playing with, indeed 
tormenting, his brothers In Incident after incident; playing even with 
his father, since he has the money with which the brothers paid for 
foodstuff put back Into their sacks, so that their father may well have 
been led to believe that they had sold their brother Simeon Into slavery 
(cf 42:35,36). The fact that the narrator tells us (42:24) that Joseph 
absented himself to cry when he overheard Reuben's speech (and thus 
found out that at least one of his brothers had tried to protect him), 
does not necessarily alter one's atlltude. It Is not Inconceivable to me 
that someone who enjoyS lording it over underlings should weep while 
playing some cat-and-mouse game with them. Yet when one looks 
back at the preceding chapter everything begins to look different. 

There, In chapter 42, we were told that Joseph had married Into 
high Egyptian society, had acquired a new, Egyptian, name, and that 
he called his firstborn son Menasseh "because God has caused me to 
forget my hardships entirely and all my father's house" (42:51). 
Clearly, It Is Joseph's Intention to separate himself from his past, no 
longer to be his father Jacob's son but to become fuJJy Egyptian. When 
the brothers appear before him, they and his past are invading this 
carefully contrived new life of Joseph's. He feels spied on, naked, 
vulnerable, when suddenly they stand before him. When he catches 
himself being, after all, unable to forget his father's house, this may 
well have been a shaming realization. Only thus can I explain Joseph's 
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shocking locution "you have come to look at the nakedness of the 
land." Therefore, when Joseph, In 42:25, ordered his servants to 
return the money with wWch his brothers had paid for corn, It was 
probably not In order to mystifY them or to alarm Ws father (though 
this was the effect, see 42:28,35,36). Rather, Joseph, who seems so 
much In control, Is making a private, only half voluntary, gesture, 
whose meaning he only half-knows, a gesture of making a distinction 
between the rest of the hungry and his own hungry brothers. The free 
gift of grain Is a token of kinship. 

There Is, however, only one person in his father's household who 
Is entirely unsullied with responsibility for the crime committed 
against Joseph, thus fit to be loved unreservedly, Ws younger brother 
Benjamin. The sons of the concubines Bilhah and Zilpah, with whom 
Joseph prior to age seventeen used to go sheep-herding, probably 
hated him as much as did Leah's sons, since the enigmatic verse 37:2 
(about Joseph's being a tattle-tsle) probably applies to them. Joseph 
must have realized tWs. AB for Reuben, though Joseph had wept upon 
hearing how this oldest brother and arch rival had tried to protect him 
(42:24 after 42:22), upon reflection Joseph may have believed that 
Reuben was merely trying to re-lngratiate himself with Jacob after the 
unsavory episode of his sleeping with his father's concubine Bilhah 
(35:22; cf 1 Kings 2:13 ff and Solomon's reply In vs. 22). Simeon and 
Levi, next after Reuben In the order of birlh, had proved by the 
vengeance they took for the rape of their sister Dinah to what extremes 
of violence their pride could lead them. Joseph must have supposed 
that, as at Schechem so In Dothan, Injured pride drove Simeon and 
Levi to murderous hatred. And as for Jacob, Joseph must have come 
to realize In the course of all those years since he was seventeen, when 
his father publicly declared his choice of Joseph for' the leadership role , 
of fir:;;t born by giving Wm that coat of distinction and provoked not 
only those dreams of Joseph's but Joseph's teUing his brothers what 
he had dreamt, that Ws father was much to blame for what happened 
thereafter.13 Only Benjamin, memento of their common mother Rachel, 
Is a kinsman altogether free of blame. No wonder, then, that Joseph 
Is obsessed with the idea of getting Benjamin to join him In Egypt. 

Let this suffice, for the time being, as commentary on the first 
sentence. 

(2) I turn, next, to the second of the three sentences I promised to 
discuss, namely, Judah's request in ch. 44 vs 33. It runs as follows: 

"Please, let your servant [I.e. Judah] stay as servant to my lord 
lnsteadof(tru:hath) the boy [ie. Benjamin], let him be his placetaker, 
but let the boy 'go up' with his brothers. 
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The long address of Judah from which I culled this sentence (the only 
long speech in Genesis) Is what released Joseph to make himself 
known (httvada) to his brothers (45: lft). How difficult this moment was 
for Joseph is, perhaps, shown by the narrator's telling us: 

"And there stood no man with him when Joseph made himself 
known to his brethren." (45: I end) 

I do not believe that the narrator is merely repeating the information 
that Joseph had sent all his Egyptian attendants out of the room when 
he broke down in front of his brothers and said to them: 

"I am Joseph. Is my father [really] still alive?" 

Postponing a reading of Judah's speech in its entirely, I turn to the 
third sentence on which I promised to comment, namely, Joseph's 
question. In the ultimate chapter of the Book of Beginnings Joseph 
asks (50: 19): 

" ... Am I In God's stead?"14 

The story of Joseph and his brothers, and thus the book of Genesis, 
might have ended with chapter 48 (Jacob's adoption of Joseph's two 
sons and the transfer of the one piece of real estate in Canaan that 
Jacob holds in his own name, viz. Schechem, to Joseph); or, conceiv
ably, with chapter 49 (holding the so-called "blessing" of the twelve 
tribal fathers along with Jacob's charge that he be buried to lie with 
Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebeccah, as well as with Rachel's 
sister, Leah. in the ancestral burial cave of Machpelah, rather than 
with Rachel, on the road to Bethlehem; cf35: 19,20). Instead, the book 
of Genesis closes with chapter 50. This chapter begins by telling us of 

· · the elaborate, Egyptian-style (see 50: 2, 50: 11) funeral rites for Jacob. 
Only fairly late in the chapter, In vs. 50:8, 12-14, are we advised that 
Joseph's brothers are members of the mourning party for their father 
(as Ylshmael had been part of the mourning party for Abraham in vs. 
25:8 and as Esau had been part of the mourning party for Isaac In vs. 
35:29). 

We are thus somewhat prepared for the fact that in vs. 50:15 the 
brothers fear, in spite of the grand reconciliation between Joseph and 
his brothers that had been descrtbed in ch. 45, that now that the 
protecting presence of Jacob, their common father, is no more, Joseph 
will get even with them. The brothers therefore send a messenger to 
Joseph whom they have instructed to say to Joseph: 

"Your father gave this command before he died: 'So shall you say 
to Joseph, "Forgive, I urge you, the crime (pesha) of your brothers, 
and their sin (chatatem), although they did eVil to you."'" 
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Mter the messenger Is through speaking, the brothers themselves 
approach and, saying 

"Now, then, forgive, please, the crime (pesha) of the bondsmen of the 
God of your father ... ; 

they throw themselves down before Joseph and declare 

"Behold, we are your boJ;!dsmen." 

When Joseph, In reply, says to them, 

"Don't be afraid. For am lin God's stead?" 

I Imagine he Is, first of all, commenting on the discrepancy between 
the brothers' declaring themselves "bondsmen to the God of Joseph's 
father" and their simultaneously offering themselves to this father's 
son as "his bondsmen." That these two masters-the God of Israel on 
the one hand and Pharaoh or Pharaoh's place-taker, Joseph-are 
separate and distinct the Book of Exodus will show at length (cf 
Leviticus 25:42, the restrictions upon enslavement of an Israelite by 
an Israelite; also Leviticus 26: 13). 

Second, I Imagine that something Is being said (either by Joseph 
or by the text) about the true locus of forgiveness. Human beings are 
not the ones either to give or to withhold forgiveness, not even when 
they have personally been wronged. As If to emphasize this, the Mosaic 
code contains procedures which remove the burden (and the light) of 
forglvlng from human beings. Someone meditating on Leviticus 5:20-
2615 might even want to go so far as to say that here lies an 
Insufficiently explored "way" towards recognizing the reality of God: 
Faith would thus be tantamount to believing .In' the· possibility of 
altering the meaning of a person's or a group of people's past, a faith 
that would set one free to conduct oneself In that hope. 

But I also wonder whether, when Joseph, through the question he 
addresses to his brothers-"Am I In God's stead?"-denles his own 
divinity, and tries to reassure his brothers that the evil which they 
Intended against him was or became Intended by God towards good 
(50: 19,20), he Is realizing that his own passions too have been turned 
towards good by a power beyond himself. His earlier disdain for and, 
later, rancor against his brothers, the rush of love for Benjani!n, the 
!-told-you-so, resentful, and burdened showing off to his father16_all 
this too was being used by God for good. For example, as a result of 
his manipulating his brothers In that deeply ambivalent way which I 
tried to describe earlier, all his brothers, not only Juda!I, have proved 
their solidarity with one another. This, perhaps, is why, as our text 
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has It, Joseph Is now able to speak to his brothers' hearts (50:21 end; 
contrast this with the end of 37:4?). 

The Bible recognizes. It seems to me, that "playing God" (as Is 
ahnostnecessarilythe temptation of a solitary leader, and as may have 
been Joseph's penchant In particular) can be guarded against only If 
there Is atleast one other human being with whom authority is shared, 
or who has gifts the leader lacks and needs, or who serves as his critic. 
Locke seems to have perceived this when he slyly reminds Flhner, the 
author of Patriarcha. a political tract In defense of perfectly centralized 
royal power, that according to the Bible, a child Is under the authority 
not only of Its father but of Its mother as well (see e.g. Leviticus 19: 
1-3). I wonder whether Judah serves In this capacity In our story. 

You will remember that It was Judah's speech, In ch. 44, that 
released Joseph to declare himself to his brothers. Let me recite his 
speech to you: 

"Let your servant, I beg, please have a word in private with my lord. 
Do not be angry with your servant for you are as Pharaoh. My lord 
asked his servant, 'have you a father or a brother?' We said to my 
lord, 'We have an aged father, and there Is a little son of his old age; 
his brother is dead, and only he Is left of his mother so that the 
father dotes on him. • Yet you said to your servants 'Bring him down 
to me that I may set my eyes upon him.' We told my lord 'The boy 
cannot leave his father; for If he should leave his father, he would 
die. • But you declared to your servants 'Unless your youngest 
brother comes down with you, you shall not come before me.' When 
we returned to your servant, my father, we reported my lord's words 
to him. Our father said to us 'Go back and bring us some food.' 
Then we told him 'We cannot go down; only If our youngest brother 

. . . Is with us, can we go; for we shall not be allowed. to see the man If 
· our youngest brother Is not with us. • But your servant my father 

said to us 'You know that my wife bore me two sons. One left me, 
and I said, he must have been tom to pieces! neither have I seen 
him since. If you tske this one from me as well, and he meets with 
disaster, you will send my white head to Sheolin grtef.' Now then, 
please, let your servant remain as a slave to my lord Instead of the 
boy, and let the boy go up with his brothers. For how can I go up 
to my father If the boy Is not with me? I could not bear to witness 
the evil that would overtske my father. (Ertc I. Lowenthal transla
tion, pp 97-101, TheJosephNarrat!veinGenesls, Ktav, New York, 
1973.) 

The most Immediate effect on Joseph of Judah's speech was, I 
Imagine, that It triggered awareness In Joseph that he had allowed his 
yearning for Benjamin to overwhelm aU other considerations, that he 
had allowed himself, in effect. to become his .ftd;her' s rival for 
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BeiJJamin's consoling presence; that, knowingly and unknowingly, he 
had-In scheming to get this brother by his side-been avenging 
himself not only on his brothers but also on his father. The effect on 
us, the readers, Is harder to describe: Look again at the speech and 
notice, for example, how the possessive adjectives "your," "my," and 
"our" are being used. What Is uncanny about the speech Is its 
detailed, Imperturbable, exactness, Its objectivity about every Item 
In the family's history. There Is no rancor or regret, no emotional 
complexity even, In Judah's quoting Jacob as having said, to Judah, 
his legitimate son, 

"You know that my wife bore me two sons .... • 

(as though Leah had never been a wife to Jacob, and as though her 
six sons counted for nought; compare the narrator's switches from 
"his sons" to "Joseph's ten brethren" to "Benjamin, Joseph's brother" 
to "his brethren" to "sons of Israel" in the early verses of chapter 42; 
notice also how Jacob answers Reuben in 42:38: "My son shall not go 
down with you; for his brother is dead, and he alone is left.") Nor is 
there any self-dramatizing when Judah says, simply, that, quite apart 
from having solenmly sworn to go surety for Benjamin (erawon), he 
could not bear to see the effect on Jacob of losing Benjamin, so that 
life as a member of the Jacob clan would be impossible for him were 
he to return to his father without Benjamin. 

Hear now how Judah spoke to his widowed daughter-in-lawTamar, 
in chapter 38, when he found out that he had wronged her: 

"You are in the right rather than I." 

Judah makes no atlempt to excuse or justify himself but acts in the 
light of his new knowledge: His twin-sons (Perez and Zerah) by Tama.t 
are accepted by him as legitimate placetskers of Judah's deceased sons 
Er and Onan (see 46: 12), but Judah henceforth abstains from sexual 
intimacy with Tamar. Such inthnacy between a father- and daughter
in-law Is, of course, forbidden in the sexual code of Leviticus 18. 

Let me add one further detail to the characterization of Judah. It 
is hidden away in that amazingly packed opening chapter 37. 

Long ago, Jacob had sent Joseph off from Hebron, Abraham's site, 
to his brothers at Schechem, probably on a mission of reconciliation.17 
A mysterious man, encountered by Joseph while he is looking for his 
brothers, advises Joseph that his brothers and their herds have left 
Schechem for Dothan. Before he gets close to the brothers they catch 
sight of him and conspire to kill him. 

They said to one another: Here comes that master dreamer! Why 
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don't we klll him now and throw him tnto one of the pits? We could 
say that a wild beast devoured him .... When Reuben heard this, he 
tried to save him from their hands .... "Shed no blood" Reuben told 
them. "Just throw htm tnto that pit, out there tn the desert, but 
don't do away with him yourselves• -his purpose betng to deliver 
htm ... and restore htm to his father. So when Joseph reached his 
brothers, they made Joseph strip off his coat of disttnction (ktoneth 
passtm) ... seized htm and threw him tnto the pit. They sat down to 
their meal. Looking up, they saw a caravan of Ishmaelites comtng 
from Gilead ... bound fur Egypt. 
Then Judah [seetng the caravan] said to his brothers, "What would 
we gain by killing our brother and covertng up his blood [I.e. killing 
htm without actually spilling his blood, namely, by letttng htm die 
tn the pit]. I say, let us sell him to the Ishmaelites .... After all, he is 
our brother, our own flesh." His brothers agreed. Meanwhile [how
ever] Midiantte traders passed by, and they pulled Joseph up from 
the pit. 1hey sold Joseph to the Ishmaelites for twenty pieces of 
silver. 

35 

Reuben's plan had been to free Joseph from the dried-up watedng 
hole. I Imagine Judah had figured this out for himself. But Judah, 
sizing up the situation more accurately than his elder brother, knew 
that it would be hopeless for the two of them-Reuben andJudah-to 
protect Joseph against the other eight, or to escape their notice. Under 
the circumstances, selling Joseph to the Ishmaelltes was a good plan. 
Judah Is prevented from canylng It out because, so I Imagine (on the 
advice of Lowenthal), Joseph's cries from the pit have been heard by 
the band ofMidlanlte traders, so that the latter rather than Joseph's 
brothers became the ones to "profit" from selltng Joseph Into Egyptian 
slavery. 

Thus Judah's, like just about everyone else's, planned action tn the 
Joseph story, becomes deflected .from tts intended course.IB Yet this 
should not prevent us from recognizing that Judah, though very 
different from Joseph-not Irresistibly handsome, not first or last 
born, not equipped to dream up long-range designs, not a charmer of 
the great-has attdbutes of character befitting a leader. Even Jacob 
must have recognized this when, In 46:27, he Is reported to have "sent 
Judah before him unto Joseph to show the way to Goshen" (ve-et 
jehudah shalach lefanav eljosefl-horot lejanav goshena. ... ) 

That verse carries much weight with me: First, because our enttre 
story is about sending and being sent, especially, about sending and 
being sent ahead of others. Second, because It seems confirmed by 
whatJacoblssupposedtohavesaidofJudahandofJosephlnchapter 
49, where he foretells the twelve tdbal fathers' fates. Of Judah Jacob, 
In 49:8, says: 
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"It is you whom your brothers Will praise." 

Of Joseph he says, in vs. 49:26 end: 

• ... One set apart from his brothers" or, perhaps, "the prince among 
his brothers." 

As If to spite the fact that Jacob's adoption of Joseph's sons Menasseh 
and Ephraim In the chapter preceding this Patriarchal blessing seems 
to show that th.ejlrst-bom()fRachelremn.inedJacob's "elect, • the book 
of Deuteronomy, in having Moses mention Judah next after Reuben 
(33:7), quietly differs In Its judgment, as does Chronicles 5: l. This 
leads me to wonder whether those who preserved our story may,like 
me, have had complicated reservations about identifYing Joseph as 
our story's hero. Were It the case that Joseph, In 47:18 till the end of 
the chapter, Is serving his master Pharaoh too weJI,19 the narrative 
might bear the tmplication that Joseph, In serving as a functionary 
for the Pharaoh's turning free Egyptian peasants into tenant farmers 
(albeit tenant farmers who retain four fifths of the yield of the land and 
their own work) Is partly to blame for the future enslavement of the 
children oflsrael. 

• • • 

Notes: 

l. In the synagogue reading-cycle they are divided into the four 
weekly "portions": vayeshev=37:1-40 end; mlkkets =41:1-44:17; 
vaylggash =44: 18-47:27; vayyechi =47:28-50:26. Readers unfa
miliar With the synagogue articulation of the Bible text may like 
to look at the Soncino Press edition of the Pentateuch, edited by 
J. H. Hertz. That edition also gives the "portions" from the Pro
phetic Writings read inlmediately after the recitation of the Penta
teuch portion, called "haftarah" =conclusion. The rabbis 
responsible for selecting the hqftarah must have had reasons for 
juxtaposing a particular prophetic With a particular pentateuch 
portion. For example, I am Impressed by the fact that they chose 
to have the second portion of the Joseph story, 41:1-44:17, 
followed up by the story of the judgment of Solomon in 1 Kings 
3:15-4:1. I Imagine the rabbis were Inviting the congregation to 
think of both Joseph and Judah as being "tested," as were the two 
mothers In the judgment of Solomon story. And when they selected 
1 Kings 2:1-12 as "follow up" to 47:28-50:26, they must have 
wanted the congregation to meditate on Jacob's "last wlll" side by 
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Side with David's. One reason for my reporting this sort of infor
mation is that only thus, through examples, can I convey that 
Bible exegesis "sub specie unitatis," as I defended it in an earlier 
essay ('Thinking about the Garden Story"), and practice It here, 
Is not, or need not be, opposed to higher Bible criticism. Only if 
multiple authorship deprives the Bible of all authority, only then 
must one choose between exegesis and documentary hypothesis. 
Since, however, the authority of the Bible is no greater and no less, 
for me, than the authority of our entire multi-stranded, tension
filled, Intellectual, legal,and moral tradition, the respect for the 
text which prompts me to exegetic endeavor is not only compatible 
with but calls for individual judgment and choice in the present. 

2. For the change of name, and its Import, see ch. 32, especially vss. 
27 - 29; there Jacob, on the night before meeting his estranged 
brother Esau, wrestles with a man who blesses him and changes 
his name from Jacob (heel) to Israel (god-wrestler), meanwhile 
refusing to disclose his own identity. Notice the strange echo of 
this episode In Rachel's words, at 30:8, when her maid Bilhah 
conceives a second son, whom Rachel calls Naphtail. See e.g.Ex
odus 12:40; cf Genesis 15:13. 

3. Deuteronomy 29:9ff; 31:9ff; see also Deuteronomy 17:14ff, espe
cially vss 18 - 20: " ... When he has ascended the throne of the 
kingdom, he shall make a copy of this Torah in a book at the 
dictation of the Levitical priest. He shall keep it by him and read 
from It all his life, so that he may learn to fear the Lord his God 
and keep all the words of this Torah and observe these statutes. 
In this way he shaU not become prouder than his feUow country 
meri ... 

4. Plato's Laws, N, 720c. 
5. The historic fact, if it be one, that the Joseph story's poising of 

Judah over against Joseph is connected with the rivalry between 
the royal House of David (the Southern Kingdom of Judah) and 
the royal House of Saul, the Benjamlte (the Northern Kingdom) is 
not only compatible with but commentary on the moral that I 
draw. 

6. 30:22ff. 
7. 30: Iff; Barren Rachel so much envies her fruitful sister Leah that 

she longs for death. Desperate for children, she gives Jacob her 
maid-servant Bilhah to wife so that whatever children may be born 
of that union will legally rank as her own, through adoption. 
Through her maid-servant, Rachel acquires two sons, whose 
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names (Dan and Naphtali) commemorate her rivahy with her 
sister. Finally Rachel herselfbecomes pregnant and bears Joseph. 
Immediately after the birth of Joseph, Jacob leaves his father-In
law's homestead and returns to Canaan to establish a separate 
household of his own (30:25). 

8. 29:9; 29:16-20. 
9. Joseph, as far as I know, Is the only man In the Pentateuch who 

Is called handsome-jafe toar vifeh mareh=of beautil'ul form and 
fair to look upon (39:7). Since the same phrase Is used to describe 
his mother Rachel (29: 17), Joseph may have looked like his 
mother. Perhaps Rachel, In tum, looked like Jacob's mother 
Rebeccah, who-being Laban's sister-was Rachel's aunt. Jacob, 
you will remember, had been his mother's favorite whereas Jacob's 
twin brother Esau had been his father's favorite. Cf David in l 
Saniuell6:2-ruddy-complexioned, with fine eyes, fine to behold; 
Absalom in 2 Samuel 14:2-praised for his beau1y; Saul, in l 
Samuel 9:2, praised for his tallness. 

10. K'tonet passim. I call this mysterious, conceivably many-colored 
or embroidered, tunic a "coat of distinction" because the same rare 
word is used at 2 Samuell3:18, to refer to the princess Tamar's 
garment. 

11. CfRobertAlter, TheArtofBiblicalNarrative(Basic Books, 1981). 
I was both thrilled and (such Is vani1y) disappointed that Alter 
noticed the verbal (and more than verbal) echoes of 37:32f (Zoth 
matsanu.. Haker-na hak'tonet, bincha ht 1m lo. Vqjakirah. Vajomer: 
k'tonet b'nL Chajah raah achaltehu. Tarof toraf Jose.Jj In 38: I7 
("And she said: Will you give me a pledge-eravon? .... And she said: 
Discern (Haker-na] please, to whom the signet, the cords, and the 
staff belong [le mi. ha chatometh, etc.] And Judah acknowledged ... 
(vajaker jelwdah]" and In 42:7ff. Fully to appreciate these verses 
requires that one put them together with one another, and with 
Judah's pledge, in 43:8ff, to be placetaker (eravon) for Benjamin, 
and with his living up to this trust In vss 44: 18ft', and (finally) with 
the nine-for-one, one-for-nine, and one-for-one games that Joseph 
plays with his brothers. 
All-Important though It Is for us, today, to discriminate between 
a mere symbol or pledge on the one hand, and the moral and legal 
category of serving as stand-in for one's brother, friend, or fellow
human being on the other hand, I nevertheless believe that the 
passages to whose vernal linkage I am calling attention are 
ultimately connected with Abraham's substitution of a ram for 
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Isaac, Isaiah's song of the suffering servant, and Freud's entire 
theory of dream interpretation. Substitution, and coming to one's 
senses, or failing to, upon recognizing what is being substituted for 
what and why, or failing to seems to me to be the over-arching 
theme. On the motif of suretyship, see the Appendix to Benjamin 
Nelson's The Idea of Usury: From Tribal Brotherhood to Universal 
Otherhood (2nd ed., University of Chicago Press, 1969) 

12. I imagine that Jacob's refusal to be consoled over the supposed 
death of Joseph is not altogether unlike AchUles' mourning for 
Patroclus: Jacob must have realized that he is partly responsible 
for Joseph's "being tom." 

13. Cf. Deut. 21:15ff: "If a man have two wives, the one beloved and 
the other hated, and they have borne Wm children, both the 
beloved and the hated; and if the firstborn son be hers that was 
hated; then it shall be, in the day that he causes his sons to inherit 
that which he has, that he may not make the son of the beloved 
the firstborn before the son of the hated, who is the firstborn. But 
he shall acknowledge the first born, the son of the hated, by giving 
Wm a double portion of all that he has, for he is the firstborn of 
his strength, the right of the firstborn is his." 

14. Cf 30:2, Jacob's angry reply to Rachel's "Give me children or else 
I die." Substitution-of a husband or a ruler for God, of a coat for 
a man's corpse or for the man, of a signet, cord, and staff for their 
owner, of one Israelite for another-appears to me to be one of the 
major themes of our story. Indeed, Benjamin Nelson, in the 
appendix to The Idea of Usury, points out that within Jewish 
tradition the Joseph story became the emblem of the obligation 
that any Israelite be willing to serve as stand-in for his fellows. 

15. "If anyone sin and commit a trespass against the Lord, and deal 
falsely with his neighbor in a matter of deposit or of pledge or of 
robbery or have oppressed his neighbor or have found that which 
was lost and deal falsely therein and swear to a lie, in any of all 
these that a man does, sinning therein, then it shall be, if he has 
sinned and is guilty, that he shal; restore that which he took by 
robbery or the thing which he has gotten by oppression or the 
deposit which was deposited with him or the lost thing which he 
found or any thing about which he has sworn falsely, he shall 
restore it in full and add the fifth part .... and he shall bring ... a ram 
without blemish from his flock .... for a guilt offering to the priest 
and the priest shall make atonement for him before the Lord and 
he shall be forgiven .... " 
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16. I am thinking of Joseph's second dream, how In It his father, the 
sun, and his mother, the moon, along with his eleven stellar 
brothers bow down before him, he alone being the same Inside 
and outside the dream, unsubstituted for; furiher, I am thinking 
of his telling this dream, not only to his brothers but also to his 
father, who rebukes him (37:10,11). I am also thinking of his 
outrageous Insistence on flaunting his status as ihe father's 
favorite when he wears that coat of distinction while supposedly 
sent on a reconciliation mission to his brothers (37: 14ff; 37:23). 
Finally, I am thinking of the message which, at 45:9ff, Joseph 
commands his brothers to give to his father: "Hasten ye, and go 
up to my father and say to him: Thus says your son Joseph. ... " 

17. I owe the suggestion that this was a mission of reconciliation (along 
with a number of other details In my commentary) to Eric 
Lowenthal (11te Joseph Narrative in Genesis, Ktav, New York. 
1973), though his over-all reading of the Joseph story Is rather 
different from mine. Such an Interpretation of what is going on In 
37:13 requires that one take stock of the fact that If Jacob had 
merely wanted news about ihe flocks he could easily have sent a 
servant, that the trip, from Hebron to Schechem, is long and 
perilous, and ihat "sending" and "being sent" are !hematic to our 
story. This means that I readvs. 37:13in the light of Exodus 3:10. 

18. CfProverbs 16:9 ("Man plans his journey by Ws own wit, but it Is 
the Lord who guides his steps"), 20:24 ("It Is the Lord who directs 
a man's steps; how can morlal man understand the road he 
travels?"), and the Player King's lines In Hamlet Act iii scene 2. The 
passages from Proverbs are also cited by Gerhard Von Rad, "Die 
JosephgescWchte," BibUsche Studien, 5 (Neuklrchener Verlag des 
Erziehungsverelns GMBH, 1964). On what this implies, namely, 
a double causality, human will and divine redemptive will, see 
Maimonldes' Guide to the Perplexed in ii, 48 and Malmonldes' 
"Letter on Astrology," Lerner and Mahdi, Medieval Political Philos
ophy: A Sourcebook (Cornell, 1963). 

19. CfExodus 22:25, Deuteronomy 23:20, Numbers 18:21, Deutero
nomy 10:9 

I 



I What is a What-is Question? 
Joe Sachs 

Once when I was talking to a senior about possible topics for his essay, 
he looked around, leaned forward, slid his eyes left and right, dropped 
his voice, and said "I'm thinking about writing on ... Wlttgensteln." 
That was the most dramatic occasion on which I've been made aware 
of a rumor that seems to circulate among some students that there Is 
a secret, wicked doctrine that Is concealed from them by some 
unknown authority, because to reveal It would be to unmask the fact 
that Plato has been refuted. For, so the story goes, Wlttgensteln refuted 
Plato. 

Now to make the last sentence have any meaning at all, one has to 
take the name Plato as shorthand for "Plato's theory of forms." And 
what is that? Our dean once gave a lecture called "Plato's theory of 
forms," and pointed out that, If the phrase was to refer to anything 
that could be found In the clialogues, every word In it, except "of," 
would need to be changed. Let us see what Wlttgensteln's famous 
refutation actually refutes. It consists In arguing that the various 
things we call games are not all alike. One of them might resemble a 
second In some characteristics, but have clifferent characteristics In 
common with a third, with pairs of games overlapping in many diferent 
ways, so that some two might have no characteristics In common at 
all, except for membership In the same extended farnlly. You have your 
brother's nose, he has your mother's eyes, she has her grandfather's 
forehead, and so on. You are all Smiths, but "Smith" is not a word 
with a single meaning. There are people with the Smith chin, others 
with the piercing Smith gaze, but there Is no Smithness, and you 
would never be tempted to think there was. All there Is that belongs 
to all the Smiths Is an array of family resemblances. 

Now If Meno had only had the chance to hear talk of family 
resemblances, as he had heard about effluences, the clialogue that 

Joe Sachs Is a tutor at St. John's College, Annapolis. This lecture was delivered 
at the college in Santa Fe In Aprll of this year and In Annapolis in May. 
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bears Ws name could have been over ln lhree pages-or could lt? How 
would we decide when we had a llst of all the relevant characteristics 
of all the tWngs called virtues, to be sure there were none common to 
them all? And why, when Socrates gives two examples of definitions 
of shape (75b, 76a), does he not llst characteristics at all, but set the 
thing he's defining as a whole ln relation to something else? And have 
you noticed that Socrates never asks a question llke "what is a game?'' 
He often refers to a game called draughts, which footnotes tell us is 
something like checkers, but only as a way of sharpening by contrast 
the meaning of the thing he is interested in at any time. And in the 
Lysis, in which some friends have been wrestling, he does not use the 
occasion to ask about wrestling or playing, but about friendshlp. 

There is a memorable occasion ln the Parmenides when the old 
phllosopher tells the young Socrates that he is not yet completely 
ph!losophlc (130e), just because he wants to inquire not about dirt 
but about the just and the beautiful. By that standard, Socrates at 
the age of seventy had still not grown up as a philosopher. Plato never 
stated a theory of forms for Wittgenstein or anyone else to refute, but 
Socrates often resorted to the hypothesis that there are invisible looks 
that belong to intelligible things. If we want to understand what he 
meant, we have to pay some attention to when he turned to this 
hypothesis, how he followed it up, and what he was looking for on 
such occasions. Wittgenstein and others like him tell us to look to the 
use of a word, if we want to find Its meaning. Socrates uses the word 
etdos only when he has ftrst asked what something ls, and he does 
not ask that question Indifferently about anything and everythlng. We 
have to ask, what guides the asking of the what-is question? 

But where should we begin? You have read dialogues that take aim 
at virtue, rhetoric, and justice, to mention only the first lhree on the 
list. But something odd happens in each of them. The inquily aimed 
at virtue seems to concentrate instead on what learning Is, the one 
that asks about rhetoric shifts to a relentless asking of the question, 
what ls the best life?, and the tmmense dialogue about justice seems 
to encompass everything In the world, but especially the question of 
what would be the best possible education. Like our own seminars, 
the conversations of Socrates never seem to keep to the opening 
questions, so before we've gotten anywhere with the question of what 
Socrates chooses to ask about, we already have to worry about why 
hls questions don't seem to stick. Like the statues of Daedalus that 
Socrates mentions near the end of the Meno (97d-e), they seem to get 
up and run away, though perhaps they do not altogether escape, but 
try to lead us somewhere. 
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This fact, that Socrates' own what-is questions always tum out to 
be about something else than the thing they were first asked about, 
Is to me the most Important and revealing thing about them. We Will 
return to this soon, but first it turns out that the easiest place to begin 
looking at the what-Is question Is in a dialogue in which Socrates does 
not lead the discussion. In that dialogue there is someone else who 
has a methodical way of proceeding with such questions, and he never 
lets the original topic run away, but keeps battering at It so directly 
that it Is soon Impossible to tell what It Is. I am speaking of the Sophist 
, a dialogue in which the Eleatic Stranger learns before our eyes how 
to ask what something is, not by witnessing or Imitating Socrates, but 
by the reliable method of trial and error. He starts out the dialogue as 
a disciple ofParmenldes, and in the course oflt discovers, and displays 
to us, that Parmenldes was wrong about who and what are most truly 
philosophic. 

In the first half of the dialogue he presents the orthodox 
Parmenldean line, that there Is a universal method for getting knowl
edge, applicable indifferently to any topic, that cares no more about 
the art of the general than about the art of removing lice (227a-b). 
Topics of inquiry do not count for philosophy; logical structures do. 
Philosophic discipline requires purging ourselves of any motive to care 
about any one thing more than any other. Once we are pure, disem
bodied logicians we can begin to learn. Now you may think this Is what 
Socrates himself says In the Phaedo , but one shouldn't decide too 
quickly what It means to say that philosophy Is nothing but the 
practice of dying and being dead (64a). For one thing, in both the 
Symposium and the Republic, Socrates likens philosophy to erotic love 
(210a-d, 474c-475c). But one only needs to take one step back from 
the Phaedo Itself to see that even there the questions about philoso
phy, dying, and being dead are not dispassionate but urgent ones. 
Socrates rebukes his friends for their grief over his dying (117c-e), but 
that Is only because he wants to harness all that powerful feeling to 
what he.calls keeping the logos alive (89b). Phaedo reports that those· 
present were never far from laughter or tears, and spent the whole day 
in the grip of an unaccustomed experience he calls wonder (58e-59a). 
The philosophic approach of the Eleatic Stranger Is too methodical, 
too patient, too relentless to let wonder or desire get in Its way. 

The Stranger has a technique for moving from a word to the thing 
meant by It (218b fl), a universal strategy for capturing what anything 
is, the method of division. It begins by casting a net, finding some 
general class of things that the looked-for thing must necessarily 
belong to. Then, to shift the metaphor, it begins quartering the field, 
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always dividing the class before it in two. Why should there not 
sometimes be a division into three parts? Because the power of logic 
is greatest where contradictories are concerned. The two parts of any 
division must be made in such a way that anything in the world must 
be found in one or the other of them. Black and white is an inappro
priate division of colors, but black and not-black form a pair of classes 
that include everything there is, not even restricted to colors, since 
there is no possible middle ground between them into which anything 
could slip. To locate anythihg in one side of such a division, it is only 
necessary to assure oneself that it cannot be in the other side. In 
practice one might fail to make all divisions exhaustive and mutually 
exclusive, but it is never a very difficult matter to correct them. The 
method is as simple as it is universal. And if something is in the 
original class, and repeatedly narrowed down into smaller and smaller 
sub-classes, mustn't one eventually reach a class that includes it and 
nothing else? I think the answer has to be yes: the Stranger's method 
is infallible. But one only needs to read the dialogue to see that the 
Stranger's method fails. How can this be? We have just endorsed the 
law of contradiction, and now we find that something infallible fails. 
The problem, though, is not a collapse of logic, but a misapplication 
of it. Doctors can't be expected to make shoes, and logicians are not 
philosophers. The ancient Eleatic school and the modem analytic one 
are victims of the same mistake. 

The Stranger's method of division is too logical in the sense that it 
is nothing but logical. It is a mechanical repetition of a logical 
procedure; point it in a new direction and start it up again, and it will 
grind on to a new conclusion. Ask it which of the two conclusions one 
should choose, and it is silent, because it can only get its teeth into 
contradictory alternatives, but its own products can never contradict 
one another. The infallibility of the method is its vice, because it will 
always succeed in telling you what something is, no matter how often 
it has already given you different answers to the same question. I will 
remind you what the sophist turned out to be: he was a hunter of the 
children of the rich, a businessman who trafficked in wisdom as either 
a manufacturer, traveltng merchant, or local retailer, a professional 
athlete whose sport was debate, and a purifier of souls, who opened 
the posssibility of!earning by refuting the mistaken opinion of knowl
edge. The Stranger calls this result unsound (232a), but it is not 
mistaken. My summary of the six definitions already shows how to 
reduce them to four, since the retailer, traveling salesman, and 
manufacturer differ in only incidental ways, and perhaps we could get 
them down to three by saying that hunting for customers is subordi-
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nate to the purpose of transacting business with them, but now we 
are stuck. The sophist has to make money out of his teaching, has to 
be able to win arguments, and has to have an effect on his students 
that changes the opinions they already had. But what is he really 
after-money, victory, or the betterment of his students? Tell me 
please, by logic alone, how to answer that question. In fact I already 
went outside the bounds of the Stranger's method when I said that 
the first four definitions could be reduced to one because they all had 
the same purpose. End~ and means can be distinguished by human 
beings, but not by means of logic. 

From the standpoint oflogic, it has to be purely arbitrary to decide 
whether the sophist is most properly considered a businessman, an 
athlete, or a healer of souls. From the standpoint of anyone who might 
consider entrusting the education of a son or daughter to him, it is 
the only question that matters. ''What Is a sophist?" is not answered 
by a list of characteristics that specify membership in classes. It is 
only answered when we know which of those characteristics govern 
the rest, and make someone a sophist. How do we decide that? I don't 
know of any recipe, and I don't see how any answer to the question 
can be without risk of error. We have crossed over from the safe domain 
oflogic to something called philosophy, and we have done so at exactly 
the same place that the Eleatic Stranger did. Not only was a swarm of 
definitions of one thing an unsound result, but the sixth definition of 
the sophist in particular outraged the Stranger as a human being 
(23la). It seemed to give the sophist more honor than he deserved. In 
trusting his own desire to do justice, the Stranger abandons his 
principle that the method of the logos must honor lice-pickers and 
generals equally. He understands that abandoning his neutrality 
means giving up Parmenides as his spiritual father (24ld), and that 
plunges him into the deepest questions about being and not-being. 
The dialogue seems to tell us that we can't find out what anything is 
unless we are willing to ask-that means abandon all our present 
opinions about-what everything is. 

Let us step back and try to understand what has happened. Does 
the what-is question ask for a definition of a word? If so, there could 
not be so much at stake in asking it, and there would be nothing wrong 
with arbitrarily picking one definition out of many as long as everyone 
involved in the conversation understood it and agreed to it. But the 
Stranger made clear from the beginning that the point was not to draw 
lines around a word but to leave the word behind and find the thing 
meant. The definition is what makes the thing what it is. That in turn 
means that there must be something else involved with the thing on 
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which we focus the question. We think of a definition as an identity, 
a group of words that can be substituted for a single word, but in the 
dialogues of Plato the what-Is questions that are asked are always 
looking beyond the things asked aboutto their rootedness In the whole 
of things. What defines virtue? Not any group of words, but the nature 
of human beings. And what defines the sophist? According to the 
Stranger, when he has broken loose from Parmenldes and is free to 
be Socratic, It Is the nature of being itself, an irreducibly twofold 
structure that allows for the possibility of Images. The Socratic what-Is 
question Is always the question about how things are, asked In so 
radical a way that It permits no ready-made opinions to remain as 
crutches. 

Now it is possible to arrive at this kind of questioning from any 
starting point, but it is also easy to see why Socrates only asks the 
what-is question about certain kinds of things. There has to be some 
issue that matters enough to us to make It worthwhile to call Into 
question all the safe opinions on which we base our lives. Parmenides 
had It exactly backwards when he told Socrates that philosophy 
requires a studied indifference to its topics. Philosophy can only be 
about what matters to us. This also explains a common phenomenon, 
that the asking of the what-Is question makes other people laugh. 
Martin Heidegger, at the beginning of a book called What is a Thing?, 
suggested that philosophy could be defined as that at which menial 
servants laugh. The snobbishness of his remark is out of place and 
obscures his Insight. Someone who does not care about the thing In 
question can't see the point of suspending his prejudices, and he is 
as likely to be a professor as a servant. But it Is even more important 
that this very laughter wears two faces, for It need not be the smug 
self-congratulation of the unexamined life, but can also be the spon
taneous childlike delight we all take In the sudden appearance of 
wonder. 

Indifference seems to be the only reaction one cannot have to a 
philosophic question, If one Is aware of it at all. And the fear that the 
presence of desire will destroy our "objectivity" Is misplaced. First of 
all. In the new landscape opened by the experience of wonder we lose 
the familiar landmarks by which our desires are ordinarily steered. 
What we thought we wanted may lose Its appeal. Achilles and Priam 
gaze at each other In wonder, and no longer wish each other dead. 
Second, the power of wonder takes us beyond vanity, so that selfish
ness itself can make us give up cherished but worthless opinions. 
Gorglas and Thrasymachus, two of the vainest humans one could 
Imagine, become absorbed in following the arguments of Socrates and 
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each spends a long time willing not to be the center of attention. And 
finally, objectivity is static, while desire is dynamic, so if philosophy 
Is an activity In which we can be changed, only desire can set It In 
motion and keep It In motion. In Plato's portrait of him, the old 
Parmenldes Is reluctant to get Involved In a philosophic discussion, 
and compares himself to an old racehorse with no desire to run, and 
to an old man falling In love, with no desire to feel desire (137a). 

Now there Is another character in the dialogues who Is even less 
able to move and change than is Parmenides, and whose very name 
means standing-still or staying-In-place, and this Is Meno. Let us look 
at the Meno to see an example of how Socrates asks and answers a 
what-Is question. That's right, I said "answers," and I am not referring 
to the lame conclusion that virtue comes by divine lot. Socrates himself 
discounts this result as one In which no trust can be put because It 
evades the true question about virtue (lOOb). All the energy of the 
dialogue is In Its first half, before Meno finally and irrevocably digs In 
his heels (86c-d). !tis in that first half of the dialogue that I claim that 
Socrates in fact answers the question about virtue, not by giving it a 
genus and specific difference or any such neat package that we can 
thoughtlessly carry away, but by sketching a first approach to an 
answer that would carry the inquiry to a new plane if anyone paid 
enough attention to notice It, and made enough of an effort to follow 
It up. Of course Meno Is not the person to do either of those things, 
and no one else present steps forward, as often happens In other 
dialogues. But the dialogue remains alive for us to enter into, and 
when we have gotten past our first exasperation over the fact that 
Socrates won't tell us anyihing, but only ask more and more questions 
and claim total ignorance, we can begin to notice that he does make 
some dtrect assertions. 

One of the strongest of these occurs just before the discussion 
breaks down, and Socrates says he would fight for it in word and deed 
(86b-c). That Is the conviction that Inquiring all by Itself makes us 
better and braver people. Doesn't that have to mean that self-directed, 
philosophic learning is at least one way that at least some virtues are 
acquired? Now that may seem to be a weasely, Meno-like claim that 
falls to tell us what virtue is, but let's look more closely at exactly what 
Socrates says. He says that by believing one needs to Inquire after the 
things one doesn't know, we are better, more man-like, and less inert. 
There are three surprising words here that probably don't quite match 
your memory of the passage. Socrates does not say that the belief in 
question leads us to become better, but that merely believing It, we 
already are better. But in what respects, exactly, are we better? Now 
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all of you know that the topic of the dialogue, virtue or excellence, is 
arete, and that it is related to the words aner, man, and andreios, 
manly or brave. But Socrates avoids by a fraction of a milllmeter saying 
that believing in the need to inquire makes us more manly, an
dreioteros; instead, he uses the word andrikoteros, more man-like. And 
finally, the second way that we are better is by being less inert, less 
argos. You may recall that in the Odyssey, Odysseus has an old dog 
named Argos, who recognizes him after his twenty-year absence. If 
you are like me, you wonder, when you read it, why Odysseus's dog 
has the name of Agamemnon's city, but it doesn't. Argos is a common 
adjective meaning lazy, a contraction of a-ergos, inert. 

So while it is surprising that in the mere believing of something we 
are already better people, these are two very weak sorts of goodness 
that Socrates gives us credit for. We are less like lumps of rock, and 
more nearly resemble men. But even this approach to virtue has 
far-reaching implications. F1rst, what does masculinity have to do with 
virtue? Just because a connection between them is built into a 
language, no speaker of the language is compelled to accept it, but to 
Meno that connection is the whole story. Meno's various efforts to say 
what virtue is add up to a fairly simple and coherent picture. Virtue 
in its strongest and most proper sense can belong only to men, and 
to them only in the prime of life and when not enslaved (7le); these 
manly fellows have the power to help their friends and hurt their 
enemies, for what else is human excellence but the ability to rule other 
people (73c-d)? He later adds that the man of virtue will help himself 
to gold and silver, as well as to honors and offices, since these are the 
beautiful things that give delight (77b, 78c-d). But instead of admiring 
this lovely picture, Socrates keeps raising picky objections. The most 
persistent one is whether any action can be good without temperance 
and justice (73a-b, d, 78d), but the first one is whether a woman who 
acted in the same way would be any less excellent than a man (72d-e). 
Meno, when compelled to, pays lip service to both of these pieties, but 
never shows any sign of believing them. But it is equally clear that 
Socrates is talking about a simply human excellence that has no bias 
toward the male. His claim is an equal-opportunity insult: none of us 
knows how to live well. When he says we need to be more man-like he 
means more like human beings. We are none of us what we are born 
to be and meant to be. 

Now I am not claiming to get all this out of one slightly unexpected 
adjective, but that adjective confirms a theme that is present in most 
of the dialogues. Socrates is always comparing the virtues to humble 
arts like shoemaking. This makes some people climb the walls, notably 
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Callicles in the Gorgias (490e-49la). Why is Socrates so insistent 
about this comparison? We come into the world without shoes, as 
Socrates himself displays, but we are not condemned to go barefoot 
and vulnerable If someone has taken the trouble to develop the 
capacity to fit us with shoes. Shoemaking is in us as a possibility, but 
it takes work and at least a little thought to get it out into the world. 
I think the meaning of Socrates' constant comparison is this: If we 
thought even as much about how we ought to live as the shoemaker 
does about how to protect feet, our lives would be revolutionized. We 
have to work to become what we are by birth and by tight, and it is 
only in a minority of people who excel the rest of us that we even see 
what a human being is. And that is the reason for Socrates' faint praise 
when he says that believing in the possibility of! earning already makes 
us more nearly human. Without that belief we are as inert as rocks, 
as static as Meno. 

Meno does explicitly deny that learning is possible (SOd), and he is 
literally motionless. He repeats in the center of the dialogue the same 
words he had flung at Socrates at the beginning, as though no 
conversation had gone on at afl. How like some people we afl know, 
Meno is, and how like ourselves. Between his repetitions a spectacular 
event has taken place, but spectacles no more than arguments have 
power to move him. If he had been sharp enough to see what Socrates 
was doing in the slave-boy scene, Meno would have been moved to 
anger. Socrates dangles in front of Meno a nonsensical concoction 
about priests, priestesses, and reincarnation,just because that's what 
it takes to get him interested in anything, which drops out of the 
dialogue with hardly a trace, but what Socrates shows to Meno is living 
proof that his slave is a better man than he is. Meno is immune to the 
insult, but we are meant to look at him and at his slave, and to wonder 
at the sight of a world turned upside-down. Socrates shows us that 
the splendid Meno is not as much of a human being as is some 
nameless piece of property that he owns and orders around. Now I am 
not claiming that the slave is a model of excellence. All he does is try 
to understand something, recognize that he doesn't, and try again, 
and all Socrates claims is that this is a motion away from the inert 
and toward the human. The understatement is breathtaking, and is 
typically Socratic. Remember that the two arts Socrates most often 
praises and recommends as models of the virtues are shoemaking and 
medicine, and that Socrates himself has no use for either of them. But 
even that much art would mend our lives. 

Let us sum up what this reading of the Meno amounts to. It says 
that virtue is activity that brings out our properly human capacities, 
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that learning either is that activity or inevitably accompanies it, and 
that merely believing that learning is necessary and possible is the 
start of the acquisition of virtue. What would Socrates say about this 
formulation? He has in fact given us a standard to test it by, in his 
two sample definitions of shape as the only thing that always turns 
out to follow along with color, and as that to which a solid reaches, or 
the determining boundary of a solid (75b, 76a). He tells Meno he would 
love to hear even that sort of statement of what virtue is, and ours 
does in fact resemble it. It appears that virtue is the only thing that 
always turns out to accompany learning, and is that toward which 
human activity reaches, the determining boundary of human nature. 
This sort of answer is nothing one can rest with; in fact it is a destroyer 
of rest, an invigorating answer that won't let us stand still. But it 
explains why the clialogue that asks what virtue is dwells on what 
learning is. And it gives us more ammunition to understand Meno 
himself. 

When Meno won't pause even for a second to think about the 
definitions of shape, Socrates accuses him of hubris. Now the root 
sense of this word applies to a horse that won't accept confinement. 
Any question Socrates asks, anything definite that needs to be thought 
about, Meno jumps over like a fence. He will not stay within any 
determining boundary that would permit learning, and therefore 
inevitably stays within his ignorance. And twice later (SOB, 81E), 
Socrates calls him panourgos, someone who will do anything, in the 
sense of stop at nothing, a shameless and unscrupulous man. When 
Meno wants something, he takes the shortest route to it, without 
stopping to wonder what he does to himself in the process. So he 
misses the mark of properly bounded human activity on both sides: 
in doing anything he can do nothing. He is panowyos and argos at 
the same time, since he has not begun to think about which desires 
he ought to satisfY, and has left himself helpless in the one arena in 
which his boldness and eagerness would have been of some use to him. 

The clialogue is so far from falling to say what virtue Is, that it says 
it in a strong positive statement of conviction by Socrates, in the 
negative example of Meno, the tiny beginner's example of his slave, 
and, we have to add, the ever-present positive example of Socrates 
himself. But none of these are explicit statements. Why is the clialogue 
so indirect, inexplicit, and tantalizing? The fact that it is never 
straightforwardly explicit means that we readers have to do all the 
work, though Plato has handed us all the necessary tools. In the case 
of this clialogue, we will only see what it says virtue is If we begin enact 
it ourselves, to learn it without being instructed. I said earlier that the 
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what-is question is never about a word. To anyone who has experi
enced such a question, the suggestion that it asks how a word is used 
Is simply childish. We looked at one side of the what-Is question when 
we saw that It asks how a thing Is defined, how It fits In with all that 
Is. But It Is equally true that the very asking of such a question begins 
to define us, to shape us and work us into new beings, launched into 
learning. 

But we seem not to .have said anything about the eidos of virtue. 
At Meno's first attempt to speak about virtue, Socrates told him to 
keep an eye on some one look that is the same In all virtues, however 
many and various they might be. We have gotten as far as to say that 
vtrtue always has the look oflearnlng, and to see that learning Itself 
does not look like Meno's ability to quote from teachers and poets, but 
does look like his slave's honest puzzlement and at the same time like 
Socrates' energetic questioning. But this Is far from being able to see 
what makes all virtue what it is. We are about as far along that road 
as the slave-boy Is in geometry. Socrates describes that condition as 
being on the borderline between knowledge and opinion, in just the 
way we are at the moment we are awakened out of a dream (85c). The 
slave, and we, could easily go back to sleep. In the Republic especially, 
Socrates keeps cautioning that philosophy is a long road and hard 
work (435d, 504b-d, 515e). The dialogues as a whole are only con
cerned with Its first step, the transition from sleep to waking, and they 
do have the amazing power to set us in motion, but where we go after 
that Is up to us. 

But we can sketch out some directions we might choose to take. 
For example, how should we think of the relation between a broader 
form such as virtue and a narrower one such as justice? This probably 
sounds like a silly question. Virtue Is obviously a genus of which 
justice is one species; broad classes contain all sorts of smaller 
sub-classes. But It is not a good idea to be hasty In matters of this 
sort, and what seems obvious here is not at all necessary. The idea of 
classes is one of the ways that logic can trlvialize philosophy. It is 
precisely the mistake of the Eleatic Stranger to think that what is 
looked for by the what-Is question can be trapped In classes without 
being understood. The sophist does belong to the class of hunters, 
and to that of salesmen, and to that of athletes, and so on, but that 
is just the trouble. Every characteristic he has assigns him to some 
class, and every one of them says something about him, but that 
doesn't mean we can assume that they say what he Is. Some of those 
classes he belongs to are merely parts of what he Is as a sophist, and 
others are Incidental to what he primarily Is. 
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But suppose we found some characteristic or cluster of them that 
was both necessruy and sufficient to his being a sophist. Because of 
Its necessity, every sophist would have to be In that class, and because 
of Its sufficiency, everything In that class would have to be a sophist. 
You will be surprised to hear that this Is not good enough either. It 
would give us a test by which we could unfailingly Identify sophists, 
but It still might not reveal what they are. How Is that possible? Think 
of any proposition In Ew;lid about triangles, the more obscure the 
better. I choose I.20, but' any one will do. In any triangle, two sides 
tsken together in any manner are greater than the remaining one. Now 
because this Is a proven proposition, It Is necessruy, and If Its steps 
are reversible, which I think they are, It Is also sufficient to determine 
a triangle. So as a good logician, I define trisngle as that of which two 
sides tsken together In any manner are greater than the remaining 
one. This Is an Infallible marker for a class that contains all triangles 
and only triangles, yet It completely misses the point of defining 
something, which Is to reveal what It Is. . 

In order to think about anything worthwhile, we have to abandon 
the picture of classes nested within classes, and both Plato and 
Aristotle In fact did that. Plato really did have a theory of forms, but 
It Is nothing like what Is meant by virtually everyone who uses that 
phrase nowadays. The thing that Wittgensteln is said to have refuted, 
Plato had already refuted, In a more complex way. Plato's own theory 
arose out of difficulties like the one I mentioned a moment ago: How 
should we think of the relation between virtue and virtues? In the 
Protagoras, Socrates asks whether justice, moderation, and so on are 
not lnstsnces of virtue but parts of one whole, as the mouth, nose, 
eyes, and ears are parts of one face (329d). And this Is a common 
theme In the dialogues, as Socrates always seems to force people, 
against common sense, to conclude that courage or justice or temper
ance Is Impossible In Isolation from the rest, and from wisdom. They 
are as different from one another as eyes are from a mouth, and putting 
them together does not blend them into a homogeneous mixture. Why 
then shouldn't someone be brave while being unjust, intemperate, and 
stupid? But If Socrates' suggestion Is tempting to you at all-If you 
suspect that real bravery Is possible only In someone who Is just and 
temperate and wise-then you have a tough problem on your hands. 
It used to be called the problem of the one and the many. Aristotle 
reports that Plato solved It by postulating that each form Is put 
together In the way a number Is (Metaphysics 987b 21-2). Four Is not 
something that belongs to each of Its units, but only to all of them 
together. But the forms are not mathematical numbers, with identical 
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units, but are complexes of other forms, each distinct from the rest, 
but impossible outside the complex. That means we can't stmply add 
up wisdom, courage, temperance, and justice, because none of them 
is anything at all in isolation from the rest. Wherever courage, say, is 
found, virtue as a whole is already in play. But we can't get at virtue 
itself, apart from the virtues, because it is nothing but the being-to
gether of them all. 

We know about this theory of Plato's only because Aristotle tells us 
about it, and because that permits a kind of hindsight to be applied 
to a few very obscure passages in the dialogues. Jacob Klein and 
Robert Williamson have been inspired to make partial reconstructions 
of it. • I mention it only to show that the technical and labortous side 
of philosophy is as much a field for tmagination and wonder as is the 
beginning of philosophy, when the what-is question first takes hold. 
And I can report on yet another road one might take in the same 
pursuit. Aristotle follows his teacher's lead in many more respects 
than is usually seen, but in this one he charts a new course. It begins 
with the observation that we call something medical, for example, in 
a vartety of ways (Metaphysics, Bk.IV, ch. 2). There is a medical knife, 
a medical book, a medical degree, a medical procedure, and a medical 
person. Only in the last case is the word used in its prtmary sense, as 
indicating the presence of a certain kind of knowledge and skill. The 
knife is an instrument of that skill, the book one of the causes of it, 
the degree a sign ofit, and the procedure an act or effect ofit. Whenever 
something other than a human being is called medical, it is meant in 
a dertvative sense that points to the primary one. This structure of 
meaning operates everywhere, and again, Aristotle is not interested in 
the way words are used, except as a pointer to the causal structure of 
the world. And yet again, it is not the structure ofspecies within genus 
within higher and higher general classes that reveals anything about 
the world, but a more complex and intimate pattern that could never 
be found by logic alone. 

For example, in the Metaphysics, Aristotle asks a question he says 
was asked in ancient times and must always be asked and struggled 
with (l028b 2-4), what is being? By the end of the seventh book of 
that work, he has determined that being is meant in its prtmary and 

• Jacob Klein, Greek Mathematical Tiwught and the Origin of Algebra (M.I.T. 
Press, 1968), Ch. 7, c. Robert B. Williamson, "Eidos and Agatlwn In Plato's 
RepubUc," In Four Essays on Plato's "Republic, "Vol. XXXIX (1989-90), numbers 
1 and 2, of this magazine. 
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proper sense only of animals, plants, and the cosmos as a whole. They 
are the only things that are in their own right, and everything else is 
in some way derivative from them. Now this goes far beyond anything 
present in linguistic usage. Language doesn't even know that it is 
saying "being" in more than one way, but misleads us by appearing 
to collapse them all into one. Aristotle is correcting the language by 
discovering complexity where it suggests simplicity. Hls thinking is 
moving entirely among the things at which language points, and points 
in an inadequate way. Butit is a much greater step to single out active, 
organized, self-maintaining wholes as the only things in our experi
ence that display being as such. Language claims that title equally 
and indifferently for tables, rocks, flowers, wood, bones, and all sorts 
of other things that Aristotle thinks are only beings of the second rank, 
beings-by-courtesy, derived from and dependent on those few things 
that are always at-work-staying-the-same. Butwhatlfthe true beings 
themselves have sources and causes? If they do, then the same pattern 
continues, and even the primacy beings in our experience are deriva
tive beings in the true order of things. This is exactly what Aristotle 
concludes, as he follows the causal order upward to forms, and then 
to the being-at-work offorms, and fmally to the divine intellect. Being 
is not the class that includes evecything indifferently, but the activity 
that proceeds from one source to the organized whole of all things. 
Beings belong to a complex pattern that points to the highest being. 

Now this pattern of one primacy meaning that governs the rest is 
found everywhere in Aristotle's writings, but even it does not serve as 
a method of lnqutcy for him. When he asks, in the NicomacheanEthics, 
what is the good?, he seems to conclude that the various goods are 
not linked by derivation from one primacy good, but are all the same 
by analogy (1096b 27-30). That means that the human good has to 
be a separate topic of lnqulcy, not found by derivation from a higher 
good. Thomas Aquinas, lncidentslly, uses the word "analogy'' to refer 
to the other pattern of meanings derived from one primacy instance, · 
but for Aristotle it makes a great difference which of the two patterns 
is at work. For example, when we speak of a healthy diet, we mean 
one that contributes to the health of an animal; it is not the diet but 
the animal that can be healthy ln the primacy and governing sense. 
But suppose we speak of a healthy society? Do we mean one ln which 
the people are physically fit and free of disease, or one in which the 
people co-operate in a way analogous to the parts of a healthy animal 
body? The former would be a case of meaning by derivation, the latter 
one of meaning by analogy. Aristotle's inquiries are guided by the 
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things for which they are looking. and do not seek to fit those things 
into ready-made patterns of any kind. 

In fact, in the Physics there is yet a third and most surprising 
structure, that has only recently begun to become evident to me. 
Aristotle asks what motion is, and gives an answer that applies to four 
kinds: change of being, qualitative change, quantitative change, and 
change of place. The definition seems to apply most directly to the first 
two kinds. but the Physics Is organized around a progressive narrow
Ing down of all change to change of place, as the primary motion. The 
number of kinds of motions is reduced In stages from four to three to 
two to one. But the primary motion involves the least change, while 
the primary change is the one that turns out to be least properly called 
a motion. Change and motion name the same four kinds of action in 
two opposite ways, so that the upward scale of motions is ·.he 
downward scale of changes, with birth and death at one enr'. and 
change of place at the other. This in tum reflects the twofold nature 
of nature, as life and cosmos, in which Aristotle permits both sides to 
be primary at the same time. One recent book about the Physics claims 
that the early definition of motion Is discarded when the later books 
are reached, but in fact that understanding of change In terms of 
potency and being-at-work remains dominant, even while the motion 
that displays it least Is being found to be the primary motion. in the 
eighth chapter of the last book of the Physics there is a final demon
stration of what Is wrong with Zeno's paradoxes that brings the 
definition of motion to the forefront, and shows that all motion must 
be understood as change, even at the limit of mere change of place, 
and that all change must be rooted in the potency that goes with the 
nature of some being. The meaning of motion, and its relation to 
change, are imbedded in the way this world is organized. To get the 
structure of meaning straight is to come into sight of the way things 
are. In this case that produces a paradox beyond any that Zeno 
imagined, a structure in which two things are simultaneously prior to 
and derivative from one another. 

So what is a game? Perhaps there is some common element present 
in everything we call a game. Perhaps there is not, and they only share 
a set of family resemblances. I can't work up enough interest in the 
topic to form an opinion about it. All I can say is that, as far as my 
own experience goes, there is no what-Is question there at all. But 
what is virtue, or motion, or the good, or being itself? Reading Plato 
and Aristotle has made it obvious to me that these are questions I have 
a stake in pursuing, and has drawn me into the pursuit. The briefest 
of sketches have shown us four different structures by which the one 
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thing asked about might be related to the many things called by Its 
name, none of which Is as crude as either of the two alternatives about 
games. To recapitulate them: the one thing In question might be 
composed of the very things that are derived from It; It might be the 
primary Instance to which all the others point; It might be an Internal 
relation, present In the many things by way of analogy; and It might 
be part of a bi-polar relationship, In which It and something akin to It 
jointly govern a group of things that bear both of their names. 
Aristotle's lnqulrles along the path of the what-is question are so 
diverse, and the theory he attributes to Plato Is so unexpected, that 
we are in no danger of becoming Platonlsts or Aristotelians. Even If we 
wanted to, where Is the method to follow, or the procedure to Imitate? 
Philosophy of a Platonic or Aristotelian kind Is nothing but activity 
stimulated by the what-Is question, opened and re-opened In wonder, 
led by desire, full of hard work but more enlivening than tiring, offering 
not doclrlnes and dogmas but wide-open possibilities, as broad as the 
human capacities we are so likely to leave unused and Inert. 



Words Should Be Hard 

Words should be hard to come across, 
As odd ones are in ancient manuscripts. 
Let's take the appellation of your lips. 
It shouldn't be reachable with ease. We first 
Should have to search, and even then 
Be sent from stem to root in the lexicon. 
As for the kiss itself, the elusive bird 
Should lurk in the glossary of highly 
Irregular verbs. For, after all, 
As the antic distich says, it's in that act 
That the soul (poor thing) desires to cross over. 

Elliott Zuckerman 
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Anselm's Proslogion 
and its Hegelian Interpretation 
Adrtaan Peperzak 
translated by Steven Werlln 

1. Hegel on Anselm 

To Paul Ricoew-, as a sign 
of gratitude and admiration. 

St. Anselm is the only philosopher of the middle ages whom Hegel 
discusses seriously in his lectures on the history of philosophy. Hegel 
also devotes important pages to Anselm in his lectures on the philos
ophy of religion, especially in the Introduction to the main part-which 
deals with religion that is Christian or "absolute"-where he explains 
the credo ut intelUgam (I believe in order to understand).' There are 
two main reasons for Hegel's interest: 

(1) In contrast to those of his colleagues in theology and philosophy 
who proclaim at every turn that the human mind cannot know God, 
let alone prove his existence, Hegel believes that genuine faith does 
not merely permit, but even requires, the believer to seek to under
stand rationally what he believes. 

(2) According to Hegel, Anselm's proof of the existence of God, 
presented in the Proslogion, is an expression--clumsy though it might 
be-of the heart of all philosophy and all theology that deserves to be 
called an absolute science. 

It is more than probable that when Hegel dealt with the argument 
that Ansehn makes in the Proslogion he had not read the whole book, 
and so did not know the chapters, so important for understanding the 
book, In which the author sets out, In a prayer, the emotional context 

This essay is a translation of .. Le proslogion d'Anselme apres Hegel, .. which 
appeared in the Archivio di Filosojla, Anoo LVIII (1990). 

Adriaan Peperzak holds the Arthur J. Schmitt chair in Philosophy at Loyola 
University of Chicago. Steven Werlto, an alumnus of St. Joho's College, 
Anoapolis, Is his sludent. 
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within which thought must move in order to att:am a cert:am under
standing of God. In fact, all the quotations that Hegel offers to his 
students are taken from Tennenman's History of Phllosophy. That 
book makes no clear reference to the Indissoluble union between the 
religious sentiment, expressed in chapters 1, 14, 16-18, 22, and 
24-26, and the work of the understanding presented in the context of 
prayer. Without a sense of that union, Hegel interprets the Proslogion 
as though it were a thematic discourse, comparable to the philosoph
ical treatises of modems such as Spinoza, Leibnlz, and Kant. 

But the Hegelian interpretation is dominated not only in its form, 
but also in its content, by the perspective of eighteenth-century 
philosophy, notably by Kant. Hegel does not give a precise analysis of 
the concept that Anselm starts out from, namely id quo malus cogitarl 
nequit (that than wWch a greater cannot be thought). instead, Hegel 
declares that concept to be equivalent to a number of different 
expressions: to "the concept of the most perfect" and "the universe of 
reality'' (der Inbegri.ff der Realttl.it and das Allgemeine der Realitdt)
expressions which suggest the omnitudo realitatts (totality of reality) 
of Leibnlz and Kant-and, on the other hand, to "the thought of a 
highest" (der Gedanke eines Hochsten) and to "the Wghest thought" 
( der hiichste Gedanke). 

But even if Hegel did not know the framework that Anselm intro
duces his argument within wWch there is nevertheless a surprtsing 
resemblance between their conceptions of what Hegel calls the "proofs 
of the existence of God." Hegel tells us, in Ws Lectures on the Proofs of 
the Existence of God, that any such proof is nothing but a way of 
conceptualizing "the rising of the Spirit towards God" ( ein denkendes 
Au.ffassen dessen. was die Erhebung des Geistes zu Gott ist). 2 In trying 
to take in what is true in the various proofs, Hegel starts from Christian 
faith, just as Anselm had, in order to comprehend what that faith has 
testified. For Hegel, if the attempt is to succeed, the comprehension 
that it reaches must include the necessity of its conclusion, and to · 
this end, the hypothesis the conceptualization starts from must show 
itself to be a self-evident truth. For him, Anselm's great discovery is 
that the content of the concept from which he deduces the necessary 
existence of God does not have any foundation except itself. Even If it 
is only taken as the thought of a hypothetical possibility, it imposes 
by its own force the necessity of what it hypothesizes. The belief In the 
existence of God, which, as an empirical fact, is prtor in time to the 
deduction of that existence, is no longer required for knowing that God 
exists as God. The proof shows Itself to be a proof a priori, a deduction 
of the necessary implications of a pure concept. The task that then 
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remains is the deduction, from the concept of God, of a subjective and 
historical expression, which is the Christian faith. Such a deduction 
will also show that the initial concept Is at the heart of that emotional 
faith which Is prior in time to its assumption. 

In fuct, Anselm's argument contains all that is necessary for a 
complete philosophy: the concept of the perfect, or of God, is nothing 
but the concept of the Logos (or of "the Logical"-das Logische-as 
Hegel often says), which includes within itself all being and all thought. 
The argument, which can rightly be called "onto-logical," is only a way 
of proving that the Logos, or God, is the absolute identity of thought 
and being, the first and the last, the foundation and the end of all that 
is and all that is thought. 

For Hegel, like Anselm, faith has an emotional side. But Hegel goes 
much farther than Anselm, thinking as he does that the essence of 
faith lies in its emotional form and that its contents are identical to 
the theological science that one discovers in transforming emotional 
adherence into rational knowledge. Although the truth of reason does 
not depend on faith, faith is not superfluous: insofar as humans have 
knowledge, they must also express truth in the emotional side of their 
lives. A complete philosophy would also have to undertake analyses 
of the representational, imaginary, and narrative dimensions offaith, 
but in order to be brief I limit myself to its emotional aspect. 

Like Hegel, Anselm trusts the power of reason to advance the 
understanding of what he believes. We shall see, however, that he is 
also convinced that there is an insurmountable gap between God as 
he reveals himself through a living faith and God as he Is known by 
rational thought. Anselm believes that reason can shed light on faith 
because he accepts reason as a human means of deepening "the 
elevation of his soul in faith towards God." Indeed, reason can 
appropriate certain aspects of faith through the clarification of faith 
by concepts. And yet, Anselm never uses reason to oppose what he 
has received as the truth from the faith of the religious and historical 
community that he is at home in. 

Hegel does not oppose faith to reason either. He too is convinced 
that they cannot contradict each other. He depends on what he calls 
a "faith in reason" (Giaube an die Vemtmftl,3 which pretends to more 
than Anselm's confidence in reason does. From Anselm's perspective, 
we might say that Hegel bets on two different sorts offaith: a faith in 
God and a faith In the Reason of Logic. For Hegel himself, however. 
these amount to only one faith. God is the Logos; Reason, understood 
rightly. is God. Faith is only a temporary way of atiaching oneself to 
the truth of the Logos, a truth which better manifests itself when one 
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has understood that the Logos is the "only necessary" thing. Because 
religious faith is only reason, as expressed in the human psyche, not 
yet "elevated" to the level most adequate to Spirit, Reason is the 
supreme measure that faith is subject to. The Logos thus controls and 
judges all religious faith, including the faith of the absolute, or 
Christian, religion. 'The elevation of the spirit to God" must obey 
logical necessities if it is to be fully worthy of God and humanity. 

The concept that Anselm begins from in the second chapter of the 
Proslogton and that Hegel takes to be the concept of the highest 
perfection, is understood by Hegel as the abstract concept of the 
absolute: the concept of the idea insofar as this latter is the original 
identity of thought and being. His love for Anselm's argument is 
understandable: by means of an analysis of the abstract concept of 
perfection, the argument shows that the highest thought, the thought 
of what is most universal, implies being. Thought and being are, then, 
just two aspects of the One, which is also totality. The thought of 
perfection is the Infinite. It encompasses not only all finite beings and 
thoughts, but also the pseudo-infinite that most theologians contrast 
with it. Despite certain blunders, a monk of the middle ages-which 
were, for Hegel, very obscure-had surpassed Kant in affirming with 
all lucidity the central truth of absolute Idealism: in the identity of 
thought and being, the Logos is the Infinite and the Perfect. The Idea 
of all ideas, the Essence of all that is, is not surpassed by anything or 
any thought. It exists as the beginning and the end, as the meaning 
of all that is and is thought. 

For Hegel, there are two weaknesses in Anselm's effort: 
(l) An adequate proof of his thesis would start either from thought 

and show that it includes being or from being and show that it 
necessarily implies thought. The difference between the two paths is 
the difference between the a priori and the a posteriori proofs of the 
existence of God. In either case, the proof would have to begin with 
the most objective and necessary sense of thought or being and not 
with a particular instance, whether subjective or otherwise contin
gent. Anselm starts out from the subjective consciousness of a certain 
individual who thinks the notion of perfection. He does not begin with 
the Logos as it displays itself in a Logic that is universal and necessary. 

(2) Anselm limits himself to a phenomenological perspective, but 
Hegel shows clearly in the Encyclopedia that such a perspective is not 
sufficient for proving that the secret of the universe consists in the 
self-realization of the absolute as the spiritual identity of subjectivity 
and objectivity. Only (onto)logy, a logic which encompasses all that is, 
can prove the thesis which Anselm sketches out in the Proslogion. 
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2.Anselm 
Now that we have seen how Hegel transforms Anselm's argumentum 
untcum into a foreshadowing of post- and anti-Kantian idealism, let 
us now see what we can learn from Anselm htmself. 

Any interpretation of the "single argument" must begin with a 
correct grasp of the framework It exists In, its text and its contexi; so 
I will consider these at length. First, I will consider the title of the 
Proslogion. It means "allocution," as Anselm remarks in his preface. 
He contrasts this aUoqutum with the soliloquiwn. or soliloquy, of the 
Monologion. The Proslogion Is thus neither, like the other book, the 
meditation of someone "who would seek what he does not know by a 
reasoning in the silence of his interior," nor is It a theological or 
philosophical treatise. It is a speech addressed to someone. In fact, 
the Proslogion Is addressed to many people. Like all writing, it is 
addressed to Its readers. This direction is barely mentioned by Anselm. 
Anselm also speaks, In many passages, to his soul (anima mea), to his 
heart (cor meum), or to the "little man" (homunclo) that he Is. But the 
principal addressee is, however, one who is continually present as 
though he were someone who hears and intervenes, without making 
a sound. It is God-Deus meus, my God, or Dominus meus, my Lord, 
or simply Til. The frequent repetition of meus in Deus meus and 
Dominus meus shows that the connection which binds Anselm to "his" 
God is more intimate than the relation between a philosophical mind 
and a theme that it might try to comprehend. The relation between 
the writer of the Proslogionand the heart that he exhorts or reproaches 
seems to create a distance between the texi and Anselm htmself, but 
Anselm undermines this impression by directing himself primarily to 
God and by constantly identtJY!ng htmselfwith his soul and with the 
homuncio to whom he addresses htmself. The book, oriented as It Is 
from the beginning towards God, is a prayer that Anselm's heart 
directs towards "his God." All of the arguments and all of the analyses 
that arise In the texi are presented as parts of a long prayer, one that 
tolerates no distractions. 

This prayer is a direct and an utterly natural expression of faith. It 
is not subjective-if that word means "arbitrary." On the contrary, 
Anselm appeals, in describing its content, to what has been transmit
ted to him by the historical community that calls itself the "Christian 
Church." In Chapter Two he says "credimus," or "we believe." This 
community had, In its thousand years, borrowed from the languages 
of many cultures in order to translate and interpret the heritage of its 
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faith, a faith which was not particular to any of those cultures, but 
was strong enough to redeem them all. One of these languages Is the 
language of Hellenistic onto-logy, translated into Latin, which Anselm 
found in the works that he read In his abbey. He uses that language 
when, after the Invocation at the beginning of Chapter Two, he 
reformulates the rock of the Christian faith: "Grant that we might 
understand, as much as you think It beneficial, that (quia) you are, 
as we believe it, and that you are what (quod) we believe. Now, we 
believe that you are something ( aliquid) than which one can think 
nothing greater." 

If we take the understanding (intelllgere or intellectus) that Anselm 
seeks to be a synonym for "wisdom," then the prayer seems to carry 
on a biblical tradition that is expressed, for example, In the wisdom 
literature and in many of the psalms. Anselm then changes the "You" 
( credimus te esse) into a "something" ( aUquid) that one can only "think" 
(cagitare). Is this not a metabasis eis allo genos, a change of kind? 
Hasn't Anselm left the biblical tradition in order to adandon himself 
to the pagan world of Greek philosophy? Are we confronted once again 
by the insurmountable difference between the God of Abraham and 
the God of the philosophers? 

Anselm's Intent is to show that the God of faith Is the one and only 
Lord and God, and that all the value of our life and our Intellect 
depends on this single God. Anselm uses a reason that has been 
educated by certain great Greek thinkers in order to "understand a 
little" (aUquatenus inteUfgere, Chap. 1) that God is what he Is, but he 
always maintains his radical and intimate connection with the emo
tional fountain that springs from desire and hope, and Is the fruit of 
religious maturity. 

Anselm would firmly deny that there could be a contradiction 
between the God of faith and the God of philosophy. He often warns 
us not to overestimate the power of the intellect, yet he never depre
cates the gift of reason through which man Is seen to have been created 
in the image of God. 

Although the beginning of the second chapter might suggest that 
the faith that Anselm starts from Is a belief in a doctrine composed of 
true propositions, this Is not the case. Uke the pistis which Paul 
speaks of, Anselm's faith (fides) is, from the start, an utter abandon
ment and a complete confidence. By God's grace, faith engages the 
believer in the practice oflove on the basis of gratitude and joy in hope. 
In faith, a life Is seized by an orientation that becomes both a habit 
and a disposition of the soul and the body. "God" is thus the name of 
the Unique One who orients, penetrates, supports, and consoles even 
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before granting a clear consciousness of what he Is bringing about in 
the soul. 

At the same time, a living faith inevitably deploys Itself in all the 
essential dimensions of the human being engaged by It, and so also 
In the Intellect, which Is, in Itself, an inclination towards more light. 
An authentic believer Is engaged by his faith in an effort to comprehend 
what he lives, having received and understood that faith in the 
community which heed~ its tradition. Every authentic believer tries In 
this way to gain a certain wisdom. If he has learned methods of 
reflection, If he has, for example, studied Neoplatonic treatises, he 
uses the practical techniques found in those works, orienting them 
according to the wisdom that all faith hopes to blossom into. The 
Christian faith has never required that the believer be intelligent, or 
that he dedicate himself to philosophical or theological studies. Just 
like the blind and the deaf, those who are not intelligent are called to 
essential wisdom. But if an authentic believer is authentically philo
sophical, It Is Impossible for his philosophy to be isolated from what 
constitutes the deepest Inspiration of his life. His faith inevitably seeks 
an understanding of itself along the path of ontology. 

The orientation of a life that seeks God, an orientation grounded In 
belief and in love, Is thus the moving force of, and the condition for, 
the philosophical investigation Anselm proposes to us. The Investiga
tion is not an autonomous enterprise, because belief and love not only 
precede it, but also accompany it and support it. It is therefore natural 
that the long chapter that opens the investigation consists of a prayer 
in which "my whole heart" (totumcormewn) asks God to help, to teach, 
to illuminate, and to renew the man who looks up, from his miserable 
state of ignorance, in order to see whether, in hope, his God will grant 
what he desires. Anselm's project Is In no way apologetic: neque entm 
quaero inteUigere ut credam (for I do not seek to understand in order 
to believe); he hopes only to acquire or receive a certain understanding: 
credo ut inteUigam. 

In concentrating on a philosophical task within a prayer, Anselm 
tries to link two fundamental attitudes: the more radical of the two Is 
that of the faith in which he finds himself naked before the face of his 
God. The other Is that of someone who reflects upon God by seeing 
him through a thought In which he appears as a theme or an object. 
The stake In the enterprise-and this is the stake in all theology that 
Is not atheist-Is to know whether these attitudes can be combined. 
Anselm's wager Is the hypothesis that the philosophical intent
according to which God Is manifest as a thought, as something said 
thematically----<:an be integrated Into the Intent of prayer. If he sue-
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ceeds in it, a believer who is (also) a philosopher will have expressed 
his faith by speaking to God about God himself, offering to him the 
perspective, the presuppositions, and the means of phtlosophy. Phi
losophy will have lost its autonomy, but it will have been saved by its 
integration into the prayer which fulfills its purpose. While seeming 
to reduce God-in the course of his allocution-to a theme, or to 
something said, Anselm continually calls him ''You," "my Lord," and 
"my God." He speaks to Gqd and offers to him what he thinks of him, 
submitting whatever he thinks he knows to God's ultimate judgment. 
Anselm's understanding is thus determined by desire and expectation; 
he knows and feels that even when his understanding Is made 
thematic, his thought Is drawn, guided, and Illuminated by the You 
that hears it. The investigation is an exercise in Speaking. and, insofar 
as grace has preceded his faith, that Speaking is first and foremost a 
way of responding to the one who is his Ufe. The wisdom that he 
prepares is discovered to be a gift that fulfills a vision at the heart of 
faith. He seeks a concrete knowledge instead of the abstract con
sciousness and near-Ignorance from which he staried. The God whom 
he believes in grants him food for thought. He grants him to think that 
very God. As a beginning, God grants him to think God in the form of 
a concept that scarcely reveals the tnfinite richness of what he "always 
already" is for the heart and the soul of the believer. 

The living faith in God is not only the point of departure; it is also, 
roughly spreaking, the criterion that allows one to judge whether the 
Investigation effectively reaches its end. Faith guides reason all along 
Its path. It is, for example, very clearly evident in Chapter Fourteen. 
Having proven that God exists as omnipotence, life, truth, justice, 
mercy, goodness, and etemi1y themselves, Anselm must note to his 
regret that this God, God as (re)presented in the fullest of concepts, 
does not correspond to God as he appears prior to all philosophy and 
thanks to the experience of faith. The gap between the truth of God 
revealed in faith and the truth of God thought by reason Is the gap 
between the hidden wisdom of an emotional adjustment to the God 
whom one can call "Tu, Deus meus," and the lucid concept of certain 
contours of God-a concept that has nonetheless not yet reached its 
full completion. Faith is not prevented by any lack of speculative 
brilliance from guiding and evaluating the results of philosophy, 
whose inner logic obeys only Itself. Without faith, philosophy cannot 
find God, because it lacks the perspective and the orientation through 
which it can knowwhat direction to search in. Without faith, It cannot 
even construct Its initial concept. Without that concept, however, 
there can be no beginning and no proof. 
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The movement that begins In faith and strives towards a more 
illuminated faith here is a process by which an abstract concept 
becomes concrete and "fulfills" itself little by little. Where does this 
movement lead? Chapters Fourteen and F1fteen show that the doctrine 
that can be deduced from the starting point does not so completely 
fulfill the concept that the God of thought can be recognized as the 
true God of faith. 

When Anselm asks, in Chapter Fourteen, whether his "soul" has 
found what it sought oy means of the deduced concept-that is, to 
know God as it knows him by a faith that has not yet been transformed 
Into ontological understanding-he notes that it has not: "that which 
Is the highest of all beings, beyond which nothing better can be 
thought, which Is life itself(tpsa vita),light, wisdom, goodness, eternal 
blessedness, and eternllyutterly happy, and who Is all this everywhere 
and always,"ls not the God that the prephilosophical faith recognizes 
as its God, the God it prays to and depends upon as Its "creator and 
recreator." This discovery plunges the disappointed soul into a crisis, 
as much emotional as Intellectual. 

The disappointed soul must learn to accept two things If it is to 
overcome the depression that threatens It: (l) that the ontological 
argument has made the soul see something of its God-"the soul sees 
you in a way" even If "It does not see you such as you are" (sicuti es)
and (2)-that even this "something," which becomes more visible through 
the course of twelve chapters,is still an abstract thought. The logic that 
has been uncovered has not yet reached the sense in which the soul 
feels that God Is truth and goodness, etemily and blessedness. 

The second movement of the Prosl.ogion (Chap. 16-26) Is a new 
attempt to identify the God of philosophy with the God offaith. Though 
Anselm strongly afllrms their thorough ldentily, he acknowledges In 
the last chapter that the utter lucidi1ythat belongs to faith In reference 
to Itself remains an ideal that will not be realized on earth. Anselm 
seeks the reason for the gap between the two ways In which God 
reveals himself In the wretched fate of men as the Inheritors of a 
heritage of sin. The tradition of evil (starting with Adam and Cain) that 
cuts across the tradition of faith (starting with Abel) plunges us into 
a darkness of Ignorance and deformily that we are unable to depart 
from entirely. This is to say that we all, believer and unbeliever, carry 
the opposite of wisdom at the heart of our existence. We are all fools. 
instpientes. We all tell ourselves In our hearts, In one way or another: 
Non est Deus. "there Is no God." 

What prevents the insipiens from becoming sapiens, or wise? 
Anselm asks himself this question at the end of Chapter Three, 
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immediately after he has set out the core of his single argument, thus 
surrounding that argument between two quotations of the fool who 
says in his heart that there is no God. The fool hears with his ears and 
grasps with his consciousness the thought of something than which 
nothing greater can be conceived, but he does not realize what this 
thought necessarily includes. The concept with which Anselm tries to 
formulate the core of what "we believe"-abstract and enigmatic as 
that concept is-does not stand, for the fool, as a thesis that affirms 
the proposition that existence is contained in the essence signified by 
the words he has heard. The fool grasps the (pseudo)definition of God, 
but he cannot pass from the reference it contatos to the thing to which 
it refers. 

Why not? What prevents him from making that transition? If 
Anselm is right in saying that the transition is logically impeccable, it 
would seem that the fool lacks Intelligence or logical ability. Butifthat 
Is where the obstacle lies, then we would have to say that all atheists 
are bad at logic and that all those believers who do not see the logical 
necessity of the argument are just as foolish and stupid (stultus et 
lnsipiens, Chap. 3) as the fool who says there Is no God. In Chapter 
Four, which explains why the fool, even while truly "thinking," says 
In his heart there Is no God, Anselm makes a distinction that Is already 
evident between "thinking the word (voX) that signifies a thing (res)" 
and "comprehending what the thing Is," but he does not say why the 
atheist Is stupid and foolish enough to deny the connection between 
the two. Immediately after his "explanation," however, Anselm thanks 
God for having given to him what he sought: the understanding of the 
concept that he previously had possessed by faith alone. Thanks to 
divine illumination, a "little man," full of darkness, understands that 
the abstract concept IQM demands that one transform It Into a phrase 
affirming the existence of what Is thought or represented in the 
concept. • Apparently, logic alone does not suffice in order to pass from 
the abstract concept to the evidence of a concrete thought. But why 
Is the the fool unable to pass from the nearly empty concept of God to 
Its merely partial fulfillment? What experience or motivation does he 
lack? 

If we can suppose that the fool is not only the atheist that we find 
outside of us, but Is also someone living In our heart, then the answer 
to the question seems to be found in the first chapter of the Proslogion, 

*IQM is an abbreviation of id quo malus cogitari non potest (that than which a 
greater cannot be thought). [Translator] 
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where Anselm asks God to grant him the right orientation, the attitude 
that will allow him to progress from a blind faith to one that has been 
illuminated by the comprehension of its contents. Without God's 
assistance, man Is bent over (incW"Vatus) so that he cannot look above. 
Anselm writes, "I am not able to look [anywhere] but down" (Chap. l); 
without the illumination that comes from the face of God, the eyes of 
man remain blind. That Is why the writer asks: "Lift me up, until I am 
able to direct my gaze above. • 

What humans lack, What prevents them from using philosophical 
reflection to Intensify and elucidate their faith In God, is a perspective 
that distinguishes between the high and the low, and looks upon the 
being of the world In the context of that difference. Instead of speaking 
of high and low, one could also speak of more and less, of smaller and 
larger, or of better and worse. The need for such a perspective is 
evident In the initial concept that Anselm uses to tty to condense the 
heart of faith so that It can be thought by anyone. The formula of the 
IQM has no meaning-what It Is trying to say cannot be grasped-if 
the one who hears It or speaks it does not presuppose that the universe 
of being can and must be thought within an ultimate dimension 
characterized by the possibility of a gradation In the greatness of 
beings. Only then can beings be compared to one another. Anselm's 
ontology presupposes both a comparison of different dimensions of 
the universe of being and an intuition of the directions In which one 
might encounter the greater and the less. 

The meaning of "greater" and "less" is not very clear, but it Is In any 
case far removed from the emphasis on quantity characteristic of 
modern science. If we speak, like many of the commentators, of 
qualitative differences, It is a little bit clearer; at least we are made to 
see that matus and minus are, In relation to being, supposed to point 
to something about value. A reading of all those passages In which 
that most fundamental presupposition appears confirms that rnatus, 
as It is used in the IQM, refers to what has more value. It Is a synonym 
for melius (better). In fact, as early as Chapter Three, without giving 
any argument, Anselm passes from the concept of matus In the IQM 
to that of melius. He writes: Si enim aliqua mens posslt cogitare aliquid 
melius (For if some mind could think something better ... ) This latter 
concept will dominate the rest of the Proslogton. 

The perspective that the whole argument rests in Is thus one in 
which God is sought by starting from a universe characterized by a 
ladder of beings arranged according to their greater or lesser "value," 
"goodness," or "greatness." God is not sought within this universe: 
that would be to think him as a being within a dimension that 
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encompasses him. It would then be possible to think of something 
greater or to identitY hlm with the totality of all the degrees of being, 
that totality which-even If It Is something---surely Is not God. What 
Is sought Is something that separates Itself by a "not" from what 
thought can (re)present to Itself of what Is greatest. 

If this manner of approaching the universe of beings Is a condition 
sine qua non for grasping the meaning of the abstract concept that 
Anselm offers us, one can understsnd what the fool would need In 
order to follow Its deduction. It Is not that the nonbeliever lacks logic, 
but that he has no sense of what Is high and what Is low. His world 
does not point towards summits, because It Is filled with Indifference. 
Neither the nonbeliever's world, nor the nonbeliever himself, has a 
radical orientation that directs his life, his actions, and his feelings 
towards the height that can awaken, or has already awakened, the 
most radical human desire. 

Who would not here be reminded of Plato? For him, not only the 
psycne and the poUs, but the whole cosrrws, appears as a wonder 
within a dimension greater and higher than the essence and the being 
of ideas-within the dimension dominated by the agathon. The 
agathon Is neither a being nor an essence, nor an idea among the 
Ideas, nor the greatest nor the highestldea. It is the Good itself, beyond 
the whole gradation of beings, outside of the totality of the gradual 
differences that can be compared. All of Plato's work Is likewise set In 
a "space" oriented by what Is low and what Is high. To understsnd It 
one must discover the meaning and the necessity of the references 
expressed by words like "€KE'ia<" (up there) and "€rrtKnva" (beyond). To 
understsnd It Is to know-or at least to surmise-what the upward 
orientation that results from true eplstrophe demands. 

Just like the sophist and the tyrant, the fool cannot discover the 
true Good because he Is not looking In the right direction. He does not 
love the Good, and does not recognize what Is better even when It Is 
presented not just In an abstract concept, but concretely. That Is why 
he understsnds the IQM as an indifferent thing ''without any [real] 
meaning" or "as having a foreign meaning," a meaning that deforms 
what the concept says (Chap. 4). He does not follow the dynamism of 
the concept, and he denies what It suggests, because his way of being 
In the world Is not religious. Bent towards what Is below, he is not 
open to the light that comes from above. 

But are we not being unjust when we accuse the atheist of 
indifference and Insensibility to the degrees of difference between the 
better and the worse? It goes without saying that the atheist whom we 
are speaking of does not coincide with some one who pronounces the 
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words "there Is no God," anymore than someone who says the contrary 
would thereby already be a believer. But even If we only speak of those 
who say In their hearts that God Is an illusion or a pseudonym for 
some finite thing, It would be unjust to pretend that they do not have 
enough taste or culture to distinguish the degrees of a long ladder of 
value or being. What they deny Is not that there is a multitude of 
degrees of quality, but that there exists a single "thing" beyond all that 
can be thought to be exceedingly great and good. They admit the 
possibility of something better, but not of the Good Itself. Ansehn 
wrestles with their quite civilized relativism when he identifies what 
exceeds any possible maximum ofbeing and goodness with what exists 
independently as the absolutely Good that all the degrees of goodness 
and being, including all possible maxima, depend upon. He presup
poses not only a ladder from what Is lowest to what Is highest-a chain 
that may be without definite endpoints--but also an attraction exerted 
by what escapes all gradation, the non-graded that Is beyond what Is 
Infinite In a merely finite way, the Good beyond all that Is. The 
philosophical enterprise presents Itself as an attempt to reconstruct 
the orientation that the heart and soul of the believer experience In 
faith and because of faith. This reconstruction will not succeed If the 
endpoint of the orientation Is not present both In the perspective In 
which, and In the movement by which, thought finds itself, In hind
sight, to have been guided and transformed. The logical task that 
Anselm tries to explain must be sustained by what Is at least a seed 
of wisdom. Otherwise, the Initial foolishness will prevent one from 
perceiving and feeling the rightness of the logical passage that trans
forms the abstract concept of the IQM into the affirmation of a 
proposition that sets out Its existence. Logic alone Is not enough; an 
orientation and a movement that Is prelogical, a good destre and the 
attunement of emotion-or a certain faith and hope-are necessary 
above all. 

The whole ProslogiDn Is the deployment of an emotional certainty 
that becomes conceptually conscious ofltselfbymeans of an (onto)log
lcal strategy. That Is why Its second half, beginning after the disap
pointment expressed In Chapter Fourteen, Is dedicated to a deepening 
of the discovery In two respects: 

(1) The prayer becomes more Insistent, giving free rein to the 
fundamental sentiments that testifY to the proximity of a God who 
seems far away because even someone bathed In his light cannot not 
see him completely. 

(2) The discovery that the light of God, as It Is In Itself, Is "too much 
for me" (nbnia miltq and "inaccessible" (Chap. 16) develops into an 



72 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

amendment of the formula from which the investigation had started. 
Anselm writes, ''Thus, Lord, not only are you that than which one can 
think nothing greater, but you are something greater than can be 
thought" (Chap. 15). Even so, this correction does not abolish the 
initial formula, because the new "definition" can be justified rationally 
by the original formula. lf God were not great enough to exceed all that 
can be presented or represented in human thought, then human 
thought would still be able. to think such a thing, and God would not 
be IQM (Chap. 16). . 

Thought can thus think something beyond all that enters into it. It 
can think beyond what it thinks, beyond all the beings and all the 
ideas, beyond the being of beings itself, beyond the universe of being, 
ErrE~enva Tiis oVcrtas. 

We must conclude, then, that the true sense of the initial abstract 
concept of God is not yet evident in Chapters Two and Three. Nor is 
it present in Chapters 4-13, where God is understood as truth and 
goodness, eternal and omnipresent, the source of all that is true and 
good, etc. A truer grasp requires one to open one's soul to a reality 
that surpasses what can be thought. 

Can one experience this reality? As the end of the Proslogion proves, 
there is a joy (gaudi:um) that makes it evident that one can. The path 
that Anselm pursues is not, however, the path of a purely emotional 
experience-though such a path would also be possible-but that of 
an (onto)logical investigation sustained and guided by such an expe
rience. That is why, after a long prayer that constitutes a new 
departure, Anselm goes on to deepen the provisional outcome of his 
investigation by making a new appeal to the concept than which 
nothing better can be thought (Chap. 18). ''The second sailing," 
however, which is the task of Chapters 18b-26, does not bring much 
new knowledge. Instead, it reenforces, unifies, and simplifies aspects 
deduced in the course of the first part of the book, by insisttng that 
God is not the highest, the best, the being that is superior, the most 
lasttng and the most extended being, but extra omne tempus, meta
phorically "outside of time" (Chap. 19), and ante et ultra omnia, 
metaphorically "before" and "beyond" everything (Chap. 20). The 
"presence" of God (Chaps. 20, 22) is a presence that is utterly unique 
and not temporal in any sense. It is thus no longer a presence, a here 
and now, opposed to the past and the future. The eternal presence of 
God differs as much from the present, which is opposed to the future 
and past within temporality, as transcendence differs from the totality 
of beings. ''You alone, Lord, are what you are, and you are who you 
are" (Chap. 22). The "Greek" question as to the being of God seems 
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here to coincide with the question of God's presence as It was revealed 
to Moses and was known to Ansehn as Ego sum qui sum. At the same 
time, the expression ''you are who you are" seems to allude to the word 
by which Jesus ventured to identify his omnipresence in history as 
EyW djlL, or "I am." 

The deepening of the argument, which occupies Chapters 15-26, 
culminates in a formula that attempts to summarize the essence of 
God in the truest and simplest manner, a formula found In Chapter 
Twenty-three. It Is a formula whose radiance the three last chapters 
celebrate: "God Is the good Itself." At the same time, if one would like 
to know what this divine good means, one must not only know all that 
has been said about its existence, its properties, and Its unique 
essence, but also that It Is a trl-unlty of truth and love. Or, to 
summarize it in an (onto)logical manner, which does not, however, 
exclude allusions to the NewTestsment: God Is the Good thatis simple 
and uniquely necessary, the one and total perfect good, the only tWng 
that is good. To say It with Ansehn and Plato, God Is the Good. 

3. Ansehn against Hegel 
The reaction that Ansehn would have had to the Hegelian Interpreta
tion can now be summarized as follows: 

(1) The faith that seeks to understand neither wants to nor can 
abolish itself as the foundation of the meaning ofllfe and of thought. 
It can tWnk of itself as something more than an expression of a 
speculative truth-an expression that is perceptible, Imaginary, and 
emotional-and It would like to do so because to reduce It to such an 
expression would remove its character as a face-to-face encounter 
with God. In the faith that Is understood as an encounter, the soul 
lifts itself up to tell God all that It has grasped of him. But It knows 
all the while that it has grasped only a little compared to the inacces
sible light that the soul feels Itself to be enveloped in, even though It 
cannot see that light. 

(2) God Is not the identity of being and thought that encompasses 
all things, but the Unique One, which, of course, contains the fullness 
of being and the good, but In a way that separates it from what exists. 
Thanks to creation and re-creation, God is known. The ascent towards 
the absoluteness of God Is, In effect, the heart of human being and Its 
logos, and thus the source of all other truths. But it Is not an idea: it 
leads and judges the whole history of the Intellect, because It precedes 
and exceeds reason by an adherence that Is older and more prophetic 
than reason. TWs adherence, manifest In love and In hope, Is as 
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different from any (onto )logical comprehension as God Is different from 
the ideas and beings of speculative thought. 

4. Two Remarks 
In the course of the analysis I have just given, Plato and Hellenistic 
Neo-Platonism have been present in the backround. In fact, many 
aspects of the Proslogion show more affinity with Platonic inquiries 
that they do with the Hegelian system. In particular, that idea of the 
ayae6v which occupies the center of the RepubUc seems very close to 
the bonwn that dominates the Proslogion. Uke Plato's Good, the God 
of the Proslogionls before, outside of, and beyond (epekeina, ante, and 
ultra) the universe ofbeings. Anselm's God rules, as the absolute end, 
not only the desire that Initiates the whole search and the entire 
process of the Investigation, but also the entire universe, In relation 
to which he Is the one who "gives." One could multiply the structural 
parallels between the Proslogion and the Platonic works, or also the 
works of Plotinus, but It is also necessary to say that there Is a certain 
affinity or convergence even with respect to their contents. It is no 
surprise that many Fathers of the Church thought that Plato had read 
Moses and that God had sent him to the Greeks In order to prepare 
them for a more authentic revelation. 

However, a comparison of the Investigations undertaken by Plato 
and Anselm would require that the words In which they are written 
be understood apart from the context of the life and the culture In 
which each Investigation had Its expression. Thus Anselm's Good Is 
not the sun of Plato's aesthetic-religious universe. In Plato's cosmos, 
where wonders both mortal and divine show themselves in the 
illuminated space between heaven and earth, the Good shows Itself 
In the beauty of essences, the excellence of communities and of 
individual human beings, the nobility of works, and the natural justice 
of a good education. The idea of KaAoKayaela does not leave room for 
the Good to manifest Itself as a personal being who can hear or forgive. 
Also, the meaning of"giving" is determined as an anonymous source 
of light, which neither hears nor speaks. The whole ethic of the polis 
and the human psyche is dominated by an admiration for the way in 
which their excellence unfolds in a beautiful life. Arete Is above all the 
success of being In the various forms of well-proportioned harmony. 
The Good Is identical with Beauty. Neither a thing nor a person, the 
Good-and-Beautiful Is the anonymous beyond without a face. The 
destiny of all being Is to fulftllltself as the wonder that at its core, In 
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the "idea," it is. It must shine forth in order to let the idea, which is 
also the ideal, become manifest In the splendor of the phenomena. 

For Anselm, bonwn. the Good, is heard, received, and felt in a 
different way. When he says to God: "You are nothing other than the 
unique supreme good ... " (Chap. 22) or 'This good, it is you, God the 
Father ... " (Chap. 23), he is attempting to make the name "good" 
coincide with the true name of God. In calling God "good," he ex
presses, first of all, biblical reminiscences, and not so much the 
concepts of agat/wn and bonwn he had received from the tradition of 
the noble pagans. This is evident, for example, in Chapters 8-11, in 
which the first stage of his onto-theo-logical discovery of God reaches 
Its culmination: the mercy that seems so difilcult to reconcile with 
justice Is surely an aspect of God inherited from the biblical tradition 
and not from Plato, whose aesthetic ethic does not exclude the worst 
cruelties towards weak infants, the handicapped, criminals, and 
barbarians. 

It Is, at the same time, remarkable that, In his prayer, Anselm does 
not address himself to God by calling God bonwn or summum bonwn. 
His preferred vocative Is "Lord" (Domine), but he also, though less 
often, calls God altissime Domine, bone Domine (Chap. 4), Domine 
Deus, Dominus meus et Deus meus, Deus meus, and Deus meus et 
Dominus meus. Only once does he call to God with the words 0 
trrunensa bonttas (Chap. 9), but In every case It Is the word Tu or es 
that accompanies these names, and what Anselm asks for and destres 
is to see his God face to face. God, the creator who has "formed" and 
reformed all, to whom all being and all knowledge is indebted for what 
It is, evidently does not allow himself to be thematlzed as an Idea or 
as something said. EVen the most beautiful words, like "good," cannot 
name him for one who is striving to maintain a face-to-face connection 
that allows one to address him with the pronoun Tu.. Saying ''you" 
affirms God in an act of speaking and prevents one both from reducing 
God to a theme and from trying to circumscribe God within a dogmatic 
thesis. In using the second person singular pronoun, Anselm dis
tinguishes himself not only from Plato, but also from his own argu
ment. That God Is the Good, and even Goodness Itself (bonttas ipsa), 
is an expression that belongs to the genre of thematic discourse. 
EVerything must be done to furnish this concept with a way to enter 
Into the full richness of biblical heritage and the whole spiritual 
experience of Christianity, but the truth of speaking to God will never 
be able to coincide with the truth of a phtlosophical reflection, which 
treats that truth in the third person, reducing it to an object, as great 
and as supreme and as infinite as one would like to make it. The 
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language of (onto)logical discourse results in a provisional name or 
pronoun, a pseudonym rather or a pro-pronoun of God. The Good of 
the Platonic tradition has served Anselm, as It can sttll serve anyone 
who, belonging to another tradition and history, has received and 
acquired another sort of knowledge of God, made up of faith and of a 
desirous intimacy In hope. 

The second remark I would like to make concerns the ambiguity, 
no doubt Inevitable, of onto-logical language. It Is evident in the 
Republic, where Plato Is careful to separate the Good itself from the 
whole collection of beings, even whlle, in the very same context, he 
treats the Good as an "idea," calling It "the idea of the Good," and 
presenting the knowledge of the Good as an ideal knowledge.4 The 
Good cannot be what Is beyond (hrEKEtva), it cannot be transcendent 
or infinite, and at the same time be an idea. It cannot even be the idea 
of the summit. As Plotinus saw very well, the One is absolutely 
separate from the totality of beings or ideas. Although Anselm too 
knows very well that God is neither a being nor the being of the totality 
of beings, he also juxtaposes an insistance on the fact that God is 
outside of (extra), before (ante), and beyond (ultra) the universe, with 
expressions that call God the highest good (summwn bonum), the end 
of a ladder of values. If we wanted to discuss Heidegger's rough and 
cavalier critique of western ontology, It would not be difficult to defend 
Anselm, with other thinkers from Plotinus to Malebranche, against it. 
We might insist, for example, on the meaning of the formulas "the 
truth itself," "the good itself," or "the essence Itself." We would have to 
acknowledge that even the Initial concept that the whole argument of 
the Prosloglon Is based upon yields itself to two different interpreta
tions. IQM can be understood as an indication of what does notln any 
way belong to the ladder of gradations. But one can also read it as 
that which is the greatest of all fmite beings. Anselm might reject the 
second Interpretation by arguing that one can think something greater 
than the entirety of all finite beings, but the atheist could answer 
him-andnotjustthe atheist, but many believers would do it too-that 
he commits a petitio principii, since the possibility of an idea of the 
infinite Is not given as Immediately and rationally evident. 

But this is to begin a new reading, a re-reading of the Proslog!on 
from the point of view ofits logic. Wbatl have tried to show is, however, 
that a reading that restricts itself to the logic of the argument is a second 
reading, because it requires first of all that one explain how the sense 
of the words of the "onto-logical" argument, is experienced, perceived, 
and lived by the author. This could not be done without a clear 
consciousness of the intimate connections between the (onto)logical 
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argument and the religious experience that Is Its dynamic and pro
phetic support. 

Let us come to a close by saying that on the basis of a discipline, 
one many years long, of religious life-a discipline above all emotional 
and meditative-Anselm did not think It necessary to explain at length 
that the td quo malus non cogitar! potest ls neither an id, nor the 
greatest of all beings, nor universal being, nor the history of being or 
beings. It is the horlzon which rules all other horizons (and above all 
that of the finite, the temporal, the historical, and the Intentional). For 
one who admits the possibility of thinking God, that horlzon is the You 
to whom all being and the experience of thought belong . 

• • • 

Notes: 

1. G.W.F. Hegel, Geschtchte Der Phtlosophte 19 (XV), pp. 164-69, and 
Vorlesungen iiber dte Phtlosophte der ReUgfon. Gloclmer 16 (XII) pp. 
214-18. 

2. Gloclmer 16 (XII), pp. 392 and 399. 
3. See Hegel's Berlin Inaugural speech of October 22, 1818, in Berliner 

Schrlften 1818-1831, Hamburg, 1956, p. 8-9. 
4. Plato, Republic, 509b and 517 c. 
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The Dialectic of Love in 
War and Peace 
Randolph Perazzini 

Although he dreaded nothing so much as ridicule, Tolstoy never let 
that stop him from adopting positions and doing things that, even to 
a sympathetic eye, make him look ridiculous. At the age of sixty-one, 
for Instance, having recently fathered his fourteenth child, he became 
convinced that Jesus wanted everyone to be celibate; and to the deep 
humiliation of his wife, Sonya, the man who had long sung the praises 
of married life and childbirth wrote and published The Kreutzer 
Sonata, a novel which denounces marriage as "legalized prostitution." 
If universal celibacy were to make the race extinct, Tolstoy wrote, he 
would have "no more pity for these two-footed beasts than for the 
icthyosaurus,"l but he realized there was little danger of that. Celibacy 
was "an ideal to strive for," but only a few individuals would be able 
to regain such innocence. Unforlunately for him, Tolstoy was not one 
of those few: for at least ten years after The Kreutzer Sonata, his diaries 
and his wife's chronicle the frequent demands of his passion that left 
her increasingly ashamed and estranged, but invariably left him 
cheerful and animated. 

It would be a mistake to think that such contradictory behavior 
(verging on hypocrisy) was a product of Tolstoy's old age, after his 
famous conversion. That conversion only gave him slightly different 
terms in which to express the dilemma that he embodied his whole 
life. On the one hand, Tolstoy was a darling of nature, blessed for more 
than eighty years with robust health, strength, appetites and the 
capacity to satisfy them. He was wealthy, high-born, brilllant, and 
talented. He could play like a cliild and talk with peasants as easily 

Randolph Perazzini delivered this lecture In Santa Fe In September, 1991, and 
in Annapolis in September, 1992. At the time he was a tutor at the Santa Fe 
campus. 
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as he could concentrate on intellectual matters for twelve hours at a 
stretch and publicly stand up to the Tsar and the Holy Synod. 

On the other hand, Tolstoywas a prophet possessed by a God whose 
love Is embodied In every manifestation of life. From his earliest days 
he was often filled with a sense of love that made all things one, and 
he longed to melt permanently Into the whole.2 Because life Is the gift 
of God, Tolstoy was convinced that living Is a matter of the utmost 
moral seriousness. Anything less Is a desecration. He regarded ideas, 
therefore, as vain trifles tmless they were carried and lived to their 
limits. As a young man he could not study Stoicism without subjecting 
himself to physical duress; in old age he could not believe in moral 
purity without embracing celibacy, poverly, and asceticism. 

in War and Peace, written at the prime of his life, we have Tolstoy's 
attempt to show how human life-lived In the flesh, organized into 
societies, and conditioned by ttme--ls our access to God's blessing. 

Throughout the novel, Tolstoy contrasts two ways of living. One 
way, which we see most blatantly in Napoleon and the old Prince 
Bolkonsky, Is rooted in the natural order. It starts from the premise 
of an autonomous and sufficient self, and seeks harmony by imposing 
the selfs image, order, or will onto the world. For Tolstoy, all such a 
person really does Is look at himself; his actions, however gratifying, 
are cut off from life and bound, therefore, to be fruitless. In building 
his life on the self, moreover, such a person Is building on the most 
uncerlaln of foundations, because at some moment each of us will 
die-inevitably, irrevocably, and alone. And if I am the basis of 
everything, my death means the annihilation of the universe. (Tolstoy 
was so terrified by the possibility of such meaninglessness that a few 
years after finishing War and Peace, when by all outward signs his life 
was at Its richest, he couldn't undress alone for fear that the sight of 
his belt would tempt him to hang himself.) 

The other way of living, which Kutu2ov and Platon Karataev exem
pli(y, Implies an Immaterial order Tolstoy calls the ''whole." This kind 
ofllfe takes for Its premise the infinite web of relations which sustains 
all things moment by moment. Its kind of harmony comes when we 
are most deeply Involved in what we're doing: at such moments, we 
forget about ourselves and become one with the activity or person at 
hand. Such lives usually go unnoticed, like Captain Tushin's heroism 
at the Battle of Schon Graben, but it is here, Tolstoy Insists, that life 
Is affirmed and history given content. By opening themselves to what 
life offers, such people experience God's love in the flesh and spirit so 
that it passes through them like wine through water. 3 They come to 
fruition through the unfolding of God's providential scheme, and they 
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are redeemed from the horror of death and awaken Into cahnness and 
peace. 

That sounds very nice, butlt's not so simple-not In War and Peace, 
and certainly not In the dilemma of Tolstoy's own life. Our experience, 
after all, Is absolutely personal: that Is to say, every one of us has his 
or her own life which no one else can ever experience, and every one 
of us cannot help feeling ourself to be free and autonomous. Since God 
has given us this life with Its consciousness of freedom, it must be for 
our good. To think otherWise, for Tolstoy, Is blasphemy. So there must 
be a right way to be a self, without which love is Impossible; by the 
same token, since a self Is essential, being self-less Is as dangerous 
as having the wrong kind of self. The love which animates Tolstoy's 
universe, then-or rather, the human way for that love to be known
Is dialectical: It requires constant efforts to heighten the self so that 
the self can be thrown away. The more we have In us to throw away, 
the greater our joy and the more worthy we are of the whole which, 
like a parent, is waiting to catch us. 

In the stories of Nlkolay Rostov and Prince Audrey Bolkonsky, we 
see the transformation of egoists Into people who love. Prince Andrey4 
arrives at an unconditioned and undialecticallove which is, perhaps, 
closer to the divine, but which can only be realized In death; Nlkolay 
finds a human love that roots him In the flesh and the cycle of 
generation while gracing him with the touch of spirit. With his 
Insistent egoism and unceasing aspiration after the truth. Prince 
Audrey is more like Tolstoy, but the commonplace Nlkolay is his hero. 
In the stories of Princess Marya, Pierre, and Natasha, on the other 
hand, we see characters with an Innate tendency toward the whole 
develop the kind of selves which allows them to live happy and fruitful 
lives-the kind Tolstoy's God Intends them to live-In spite of the 
sufferings they undergo during the novel and, by implication, after its 
end. 

Nikolay and Prince Audrey each enter the army to be a hero. Their 
ambition assumes they can use events to magnlty themselves In order 
to exert power over others. Prince Audrey wants to command the 
Russian army and defeat Napoleon, while Nlkolay only wants to make 
the Emperor love him. Thinking as they do, they understand events 
In reference to themselves, a ridiculous delusion In people so Incon
sequential, but a frightening one In a Count Rostopchln or a Napoleon. 
At the beginning of their careers, however, both Nikolay and Prince 
Audrey undergo an experience which begins to show them what's 
wrong with a life aimed at self-aggrandizement. Because Enns Bridge 
Is the novel's first battle scene and a paradigm for all the others, in 
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the interest of time I'll speak just of it and leave aside the mission to 
Vienna which begins Prince Audrey's education. 

Before Nikolay comes under fire for the first time at Enns Bridge 
(II, 5), he has ''the happy air of a schoolboy called up before a large 
audience for an examination in which he feels sure he will distinguish 
himself. •5 He has been embroiled in a dispute with his commanding 
officer and expects the skirmish to vindicate him against "his enemy,• 
the colonel. Since the whple point of the battle, he imagines, is to awe 
his enemy with his courage and make him seek reconciliation, when 
the hussars are finally sent onto the bridge, he rushes far ahead 
"thinking that the farther he went to the front the better" and has to 
be called back. He is confused because "there was no one to hew down 
(as he had always imagined battles to himselij," and he is unprepared 
to take part in what's really happening since he has not brought a 
torch, not expecting to be sent to do something as unheroic as burn 
a bridge. He has nothing to do but stand there waiting to be kllled. 
Mter the man next to him is shot, Nikolay sees the sky, 6 "calm" and 
"deep," and has a sudden glimpse of his connection with It and ofthe 
fragility ofllfe: "'In myself alone (he thinks) and in that sunshine there 
Is so much happiness ... Another instant and I shall never again see 
the sun, this water, that gorge!'" 

That insight makes him realize how much he loves life, but as soon 
as the danger is over, his egoism reasserts itself, and he misinterprets 
his feelings to mean that he is a coward. Because he can only conceive 
of the world in relation to himself, Nikolay cannot seriously regard the 
possibility of his own destruction; he only Indulges in self-gratllYlng 
images of getting what he wants by dying romantically. His behavior 
here and later atAusterlitz (not to mention his brother Petya's heroism) 
demonstrates that a way of life aimed at enlarging the self by Imposing 
it on others is incoherent: it encourages recklessness under the name 
of colU'age, and it demeans the normal and healthy desire to live by 
calling it cowardice. On the other hand, the part of Rostov that 
recognizes his connection with the whole of God's creation, symbolized 
by the infinite sky, realizes that life is a blessing which it is sacrilegious 
to squander. 

Nikolay's mistaken conclusion suggests a consequence of egoism 
that is deadly in the moral sense as well. To sustain the delusion that 
the world is an object for the aggrandizing selfto impose on, the egoist 
not only cuts himself off from reality by regarding events in reference 
to himself, but sooner or later he has to betray his own humanity as 
well. In its most extreme form we see Napoleon and Count Rostopchin, 
self-deluded actors trapped in the isolation of their own madness, who 
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are so far lost to human feeling that the one measures greatness by 
the number of corpses left on the battlefield, and the other incites a 
mob to murder a helpless youth "for the public good" (993). But even 
its less extreme forms are deadly: thewaxen-facedPrince Vasili spends 
the novel "like a wound-up clock" saying things "he did not even wish 
to be believed" (4), while Boris Drubetskoy overcomes the "feeling of 
horror at renouncing the possibility of real love" (609) in order to marry 
Julie Karagina's estates and forest. 

Nikolay also betrays himself, though he is such a novice at egoism 
that his case is more silly than repulsive. Although the Battle of Schi\n 
Graben is an important Russian victory, it is a humiliating fiasco for 
Nikolay, who falls off his horse, sprains his wrist, and has to run from 
the French like "a hare fleeing from the hounds" (201). Poor Rostovl 
From the affair of the stolen purse to the hapless cavalry charge, 
nothing in his military career has happened the way it was supposed 
to. He has given up a peaceful, happy life among people who love him 
to live in wretched conditions and let people he doesn't even know try 
to kill him. And most confusing of all, everyone else seems to think 
this is perfectly natural. So Nikolay goes along, betraying himself by 
living as if what he knows to be false were true. 

Appropriately enough, his self-betrayal begins with a lie. When he 
visits his old friend Boris (III, 6), Nikolay begins the story of his 
experience at Schi\n Graben intending to tell the truth, "but impercepti
bly, involuntarily, and inevitably" he turns itinto a self-glorifYing cliche. 
In the middle of his story, Prince Audrey comes in and immediately 
recognizes that Nikolay is lying. Confused and embarrassed, Rostov 
falls silent and then tries to pick a fight with him. As he rides back to 
his regiment later, however, something in Nikolay's heart whispers 
that he has lost touch with himself, for "he felt with surprise that of 
all the men he knew there was none he would so much like to have 
for a friend as" Prince Audrey. 

By now, Prince Audrey has also had enough experience to doubt 
his own illusion of heroism, but since he is more self-reliant that 
Nikolay, he has not fallen into such an easy trap of trying to deny what 
he knows. His egoism is a more integral part of his character and his 
self-delusion runs deeper than Nikolay's. He will shed it gradually as 
he matures, like something foreign to his nature, but Prince Audrey's 
progress toward love will be stymied again and again by a self-delusion 
that is each time harder to recognize: it takes death finally to free him 
of egoism. 

A revelation at the Battle of Austerlitz sweeps aside his egoism's 
first illusion. PrinceAndrey anticipates it the night before (III, 11) when 
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he recognizes the "dreadful" character of his egoism: that he would 
trade everyone dear to him for "a moment of glory, of triumph over 
men." And the proud young man who slouches In the best drawing
rooms with his eyes contemptuously half-closed Is honest enough to 
admit that his aspiration springs from a pathetic longing to be loved 
by anyone, by the cook and the coachman. Nonetheless, PrlnceAndrey 
wants nothing but glory. By compelling the love of others through an 
act of astounding heroism. he wants to share with everyone what Is 
absolutely personal and unshareable-the sense, which Tolstoy 
thinks we all have, especially when we're young, that there Is some
thing tenibly special and precious about me, and that If everyone knew 
me as I do, from the Inside, they couldn't help but love me. Prince 
Audrey's longing for glory and power is his soul's attempt to break out 
of the Isolation of being an autonomous self by sharing that self with 
the whole world. 

Of course, he has It backwards. Now, and for most of the novel, 
Prince Andrey is so deeply Impressed with the experience of being 
himself that he cannot remember that the other person Is also unique 
and precious to herself, that she has "other human Interests entirely 
aloof from his own and just as legitimate as those that occupied him" 
(785). 7 The first step toward learning that Is to recognize the Insignif
Icance of the self and the peace and happiness of being embraced by 
God. That Is what happens to him on the field at Austerlitz (Ill, 13), 
where Prince Andrey gets the moment of glory he wanted. His heroic 
charge before the eyes of his surrogate father, General Kutuzov, 
prevents the outright capture of the Russian army with Its com
mander-in-chief and even wins the praise of his false Idol, Napoleon. 
And having gotten what he wanted, Prince Andrey gets shot and sees 
how worthless It is: all that running, shouting, and fighttng over sticks 
and dirt, driven by fear, anger, and "paltryvanity." Notonly''grealness" 
but even life and death fade to Insignificance before "the lofty, justB 
and kindly sky" which contains the whole of creation, and whose "quiet 
and peace" is ready to penetrate anyone who will only look up. And 
because life has been freed of the terrible burden of having to be 
significant enough to withstand the fact of death, Prince Andrey can 
see it for what it really Is: a free gift, the kiss of God, 9 and therefore 
something "beautiful." 

By the time Pierre visits him two years later, Prince Andrey Is living 
at Bogucharovo.IO He seems to be living according to ideas derived 
from his vision at Austerlitz-the same ideas that Pierre wllllater learn 
In prison and that Tolstoy himself fully agrees with. Uke the people 
who flee Moscow In 1812 not from self-conscious patriotism but only 
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because "it was out of the question to be under French rule" and, by 
doing so, actually "carry out the great work which saved Russia" 
(929-30), Prince Andrey lives only for himself: that is, he devotes his 
attention to the things which are of immediate concern to him, not 
trying to direct the course of life, but only to live the best life he can, 
avoiding evil.ll He lives by ali the right Tolstoyan ideas-and Tolstoy 
shows that he's terribly wrong, because his ideas have grown not from 
the love which connects him to the whole, but from the despair of 
disappointed egoism. If the world were a machine that we could 
comprehend, the rightness or wrongness of an idea would determine 
its truth or falsity. But for Tolstoy the world is a miracle, infinitely 
beyond our comprehension, so truth is to be judged not be ideas, but 
by the state of the heart which holds them. 

Events in the novel suggest how the right ideas can be wrong. 
Because he acts only for himself, Prince Andrey institutes all the 
reforms which the self-consciousness of Pierre's benevolence prevents 
him from accomplishing. And we are free to believe that by freeing his 
serfs and building them schools and hospitals, Prince Andrey im
proves the material conditions of their lives. But because he thinks of 
peasants as objects to be disposed of according to economic principles, 
not as human beings to involve himself with, his reforms can do 
nothing to improve the moral quality of their lives. Events in the novel 
may suggest that Prince Andrey was right in thinking that such 
improvements would even harm the peasants (417). Is it merely a 
coincidence that in all of Russia (at least as portrayed in the novel) 
only the peasants at Bogucharovo betray their homeland in 1812 by 
rebelling against their countrymen and siding with the French? And 
if we are not meant to contrast them, why does Tolstoy include the 
incident in which Marva Kuzminichna, the Rostov housekeeper, gives 
twenty-five rubles of her own money to a young, unknown relative of 
her master's who shows up during the abandonment of Moscow to 
ask for help (980)? fl'olstoy couldn't know it, but there is a sharp 
contrast between the rebellion at Bogucharovo and the way the 
peasants on his estate, Yasnaya Polyana, acted during the Revolution: 
armed with axes, pitchforks, and scythes, they fought off the Commu
nist-led "expropriators" and saved his house from being burned.12 

Tolstoy himself had been dead for seven years by then.) 
After Austerlitz, Prince Andrey cannot hold on to the incomprehen

sible something he saw in the sky which made the insignificance of 
life a blessing, but he can remember well enough the nothingness of 
human affairs and the paltriness of the individual self he is still 
trapped ln. It takes Natasha to restore that vision. When he first sees 
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her running and laughing across !he driveway at Otrodnoe (VI, 1). 
Prtnce Andrey feels "a pang," and for only the second time In !he novel, 
he remembers !hat other people have lives of !heir own, lives which 
are separate from his but capable of being "brtght and happy" none
theless. Later, he overhears her rapture with the moonlit night. These 
two brtef encounters with !he spontaneous joy she takes In !he world 
outside herself arouse in Prtnce Andrey "an unexpected turmoil of 
youthful thoughts and hopes" which convince him !hat his life is not 
over. His emotions, Tolstby tells us, are connected to "all the best 
moments of his ltfe," but he still doesn't know how to feel !hem except 
in terms of his aggrandizing self. So when he decides to end his 
self-imposed exile, Prtnce Andrey thinks, "'It is not enough for me to 
know what I have In me-everyone must know it: Pierre, and !hat 
young girl who wanted to fly away Into !he sky. everyone must know 
me, so !hat my life may not be lived for myself alone while others live 
so far apart from it, but so that it may be reflected In !hem all. and 
!hey and I may live In harmony!"' (462-63). 

Prtnce Andrey's delusion !hat !he way to make !he world harmoni
ous Is by projecting his Image onto It is no different from !he lie which 
Napoleon gives to justttY !he Invasion of Russia. namely, !hat Europe 
would have been blessed by unity and peace under his benevolent rule 
(91 0-11). The monstrous arrogance of !he assumption !hat he had !he 
rtght and the wisdom (let alone !he power) to annul !he cultural and 
political herttage of centuries and to dictate to millions of people how 
!hey must live helps us to see !hat it is actually Prince Andrey who 
first betrays Natasha. 

That may take some explaining. Let me star! by returning to Prince 
Andrey's "best moments," which Tolstoy identifies as "Austerlitz with 
the lofty heavens, ... Pierre at !he ferry, (Natasha) thrilled by !he 
beauty of !he night., and !hat night itself," and "his wife's dead 
reproachful face" (462). Why Is !hat one of his "best moments"? The 
answer, I think, Is suggested by Prince Andrey's explanation of the 
effect Natasha has on him after they become reacquainted at !he ball. 
Listening to her sing, he almost weeps because of a ''vivid sense of !he 
terrible contrast between something infinitely great and indefinable 
within him and !hat narrow and physical something !hat he, and even 
she, was" (512).13 In other words, Natasha makes him feel constantly 
what until now he has felt only In his "best moments,'' !he awesome 
and incomprehensible condition ofbeingboihan embodiment of God's 
Infinite and eternal love, and an individual human being who dies. 
Natasha has !he same effect on him as "!he lofty, just. and kindly sky": 
she makes his deluded aspiration for power and eminence vanish like 



PERAZZINI 87 

the morning fog. But just as he could not hold onto the sky after 
Austerlitz, so now he cannot matotato both sides of the dialectic. Once 
again he comes down on the side of the self, and the separate and 
limited world he thinks he can know and control. 

Perhaps Prince Andrey throws away his chance for happiness with 
Natashajust because he loves her as he has never loved anyone else. 
It's not until he has been mortally wounded at Borodino, some nine 
months after their engagement is broken off, that he first Imagines 
how things felt to her. 'He realizes then that he had never considered 
her character and needs, never "pictured to himself her soul," and so 
only then does he feel"the cruelty of his rejection of her" (1023). Like 
Napoleon, who regards the war as a "personal struggle between 
himself and Alexander" (972), Prince Andrey seems to see his engage
ment to Natasha as a contest between himself and his father. Having 
projected onto her the image of"some ideal love" (858) that has nothing 
to do with who Natasha is, he agrees to the test ofher constancy which 
his father demands. But by treating her as an object to hang his 
self-gratifying fantasies on, Prince Andrey betrays her Individual 
dignity and worih, the value which being an embodiment of God's love 
Imparts to each of us. And by thus betraying her, he betrays his own 
"best moments." And that may be precisely what he's after. 

The egoism which Infects Prince Andrey's attitude toward Natasha 
shows itself in his behavior. First he abandons her abruptly for three 
weeks without telling her that he will be out of town; the Irony of his 
having gone to seek his father's approval for marrying makes 
Natasha's pain over this unexpected rejection more poignant to us. 
Then he does not try to make Natasha's entry into his family less 
difficult by telling Marya of his happiness and winning her support; 
instead he annoimces his engagement in a letter to her from Europe 
asking her to intercede with their father, which he should know will 
only make his sister's life more miserable. Is it any wonder that Marys 
Is predisposed against Natasha when they meet? Worst of all, after 
their engagement Prince Andrey insists that Natasha suspend her life 
for a year while he goes on what should be their honeymoon trip 
without her. Starving for the love he has withheld, she finally tries to 
run away with Anatole Kuragln, and Prince Andrey Is free to return to 
the hopelessness and self-pity he seems to relish. The inviolability and 
dominance of his Individual self have been preserved. Rather than 
accept her In all of her otherness, he has remained committed to his 
idea of how she should be. And if the cost of doing so is bleak despair, 
a loss of faith that makes him a living corpse and the universe 
something Indifferent and alien, so much the better. For how else can 
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he prove to himself how noble he Is than by the exquisiteness of the 
pain he feels at the meaningless joke the universe has played on him? 

Egoism leads Prince Andreyto throwaway his chance for happiness 
with Natasha, and aristocratic pride leads him to throw away his life 
at Borodino. But the Instant before the grenade explodes, all his 
self-defenses fall away, and he realizes once more that he loves "'this 
grass this earth, this air"' (904). Later In the operating tent, softened 
by the memory of"all the best and happiest moments of his life" (907), 
he catches up with his eneniy, Anatole, groaning and sobbing painfully 
after his leg has been amputated; and suddenly Prince Andrey Is 
overwhelmed with "ecstatic pity and love ... for his fellow men, for 
himself, and for his own and their errors" (908). Tolstoy means us to 
see that Prince Andrey and Anatole really are the same, for they both 
treat Natasha with the same self-centered disregard. That one of them 
Intended to marry his plaything Instead of discarding her only makes · 
his cruelty the more perverse; It doesn't lessen her pain one whit, any 
more than all of Napoleon's noble Intentions, even If they were true, 
would make the thousands of victims any less dead. In a world where 
our actions affect other people, good Intentions can be a dangerous 
kind of self-congratulation, when what's really needed Is to open 
ourselves to what life offers, the painful no less than the pleasant, so 
that we can come to our own fruition in God's providential scheme. 

In order to celebrate life this way, the egoist needs to deepen his 
sympathies and feel his limits so that he can find peace In his 
underlying identity with the rest of humanity, each of whom also 
embodies God's love. Recognizing others as such, he can then rejoice 
In the surface differences which reflect the Infinite power and richness 
of that love. To deepen his sympathies, Tolstoy suggests, the egoist 
needs to suffer. Only then, unable to Ignore his own mortality, is the 
sense of his uniqueness softened enough for him to realize that others 
have also had the same experience, and to feel toward them as he feels 
toward himself. To know his limits, the egoist needs to stretch them: 
that Is, with all his efforts to strive for grealness, honor, and wisdom, 
and by so doing to learn how powerless, ephemeral, and Ignorant he 
actually Is. This Is part of what I meant when I said that the dialectic 
of love demands that the self heighten itself In order to throw Itself 
away. F1nally, to rejoice In the otherness of people, the egoist needs to 
feel the assurance of being loved and to find some particular other 
who calls his soul without trying to own it. 

Prince Audrey's revelations at Austerlitz and Borodino both occur 
under the Influence of Intense physical pain, and Tolstoy explicitly 
connects the two phenomena. When he wakes up on the field at 
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Austerlitz, Prince Audrey's "first thought" Is: "'Where Is It, that lofty 
sky that I did not know till now, but saw today? And I did not know 
this suffering either. Yes, I did not know anything, anything at all till 
now"' (312). And his repeated disappointments as he aspires toward 
the wrong things-glmy, power, social reform, romantic love, and 
finally a kind of Satanic hopelessness--are all lessons In the insuffi
ciency of the self which the obstinacy of his egoism makes necessary. 
But what Is it that calls his soul? 

Just before Natasha is returned to him {XI, 15), Tolstoy tells us that 
"all the powers of (Prince Audrey's) mind were more active and clearer 
than ever." He distinguishes between "human love" "which loves for 
something, for some quality, ... purpose, or ... reason," and "divine 
love" ''which Is the very essence of the soul and does not require an 
object." Human love is conditioned and speclflc. It joins particular 
individuals, each of whom is defined In pari by what he or she honors 
and contemns, and the regard each feels for the other Is at least parily 
the consequence of who that other person Is. Human love, therefore, 
requires us to be worthy of being loved, another reason we heighten 
the self In order to love. So, for example, Nikolay realizes in the F1rst 
Epilogue that his habit of hitting peasants is a moral failing which 
demeans him for Marya's love, and he tries to change it. 

Divine love, on the other hand, Is absolute. Like the sky whose 
justice and kindliness is that It overarches the whole world equally 
and without distinction, divine love derives from a source infinitely 
beyond creation. All of the distinctions and judgments that we have 
to make to live in our world are trrelevant to it. 'To love everything and 
everybody and always to sacrifice oneself for love (Tolstoy writes) 
meant not to love anyone, not to live this earthly life" (XII,4). So Prince 
Andrey "unconsciously detaches himself' from the world. For a time 
after Natasha returns to him, "love for a particular woman ... (binds) 
him to life," but with that binding come '1oyful and agitating thoughts" 
which prevent him from feeling the ecstatic love that graced him in 
the operating tent. 

Prince Audrey's "last spiritual struggle between life and death" 
occurs in a dream, and divine love wins out. By the time his sister 
arrives two days later, Prince Andrey shows a greater insight Into 
others than he has ever had before. With his egoism gone, he under
stands Marya's unspoken thoughts and motivations and wants to do 
what will comfort her. But It is dreadful for her to be with him because 
he understands not from sympathy-not, that Is, from Inside a self 
that feels--but from some great spiritual height from which he has to 
make a conscious and reluctant effort to concern himself with human 
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interests. By the time Prince Andrey dies, Natasha and Marya both 
know "that this had to be so and that it was right." 

Whatever his death means for Prince Andrey, for Marya it is in 
painful contrast to that of their father, who fmaily opened his heart 
on his deathbed and offered her the love which he spent his life trying 
to hide. His life was poisoned before the novel opens when the mad 
Emperor Paul exiled him to his estate; although the next Emperor, 
Alexander, has long since rescinded the edict, the old Prince's egoism 
keeps htm imprisoned in the country. To annul his banishment, he 
exiles the world instead: by his will alone, he deludes himself, is his 
life determined. And in order to insure that he is never hurt again, he 
tries to regulate every detail of the life on his estate. But the old Prince 
is in a state of permanent rage because he knows that all of his efforts 
must fail. He can never be in control of his life because everything he 
does is a desperate reaction to his fear of death; and he can never be 
impervious to pain because he loves his children, especially the 
Princess Marya. So the more he loves her, the more miserable he 
makes himself, and her. 

Because human love connects us to someone who will die, it is a 
constant and inevitable threat. The only way to be secure from loss, 
grotesquely enough, is to be already dead. Until then, the egoist makes 
every effort to imitate the dead-imprisoning his emotions in codes of 
behavior which regulate the self as if it were a machine, starving them 
by trying to restrict his encounter with what life has to offer. Although 
the old Prince has nothing but contempt for Prince Vasil!, their 
respective worlds ofBald Hills and Petersburg are invariably described 
as mechanical and lifeless. He in the personal sphere, Prince Vasil! in 
the social, and Napoleon in the historical are all extreme examples of 
the blasphemous incoherence of a life based on the delusion that the 
self is autonomous and sufficient. 

But because the old Prince does love, Tolstoy finally absolves him 
of egoism and, by so doing, begins Marya's redemption as well. She 
does not need to soften the self until she can feel her connection to 
the whole. On the contrary, she needs to develop enough respect for 
her self to participate in the dialectic of love. For all their apparent 
differences, Marya is her father's daughter. Her most cherished hope 
is also the hope she most fears and suppresses, that some man will 
love her with an "earthly love" (237). To her horror and shame, "all the 
personal desires and hopes that had been forgotten or sleeping within 
her" reassert themselves after the old Prince's stroke (X, 8). Though 
she accuses herself of wishing for his death, her father knows better. 
By thanking her for the years of sacrifice and devotion and begging 
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her forgiveness, the old Prince Implicitly acknowledges the natural
ness and legitimacy of her hopes. Princess Marya could not have loved 
her father with such patient devotion and understanding If she did 
not want so badly to love and be loved. It Is love which makes us 
capable oflove: as Natasha will later say about her cousin Sonya, "To 
him that hath shall be given, and from him that hath not shall be 
taken away'" (1275). 

As If to confirm the rightness of Princess Marya's hopes, as soon 
as her father Is dead Tolstoy sends Nikolay Rostov to rescue her from 
rebellious peasants. Though he once wanted to be a hero, Nlkolay's 
military career has been composed of the "simple and agreeable" (715) 
banalities of regimental life punctuated by personal failures at Schon 
Graben, Austerlitz, and Tllslt. As a result, he now has the stature to 
perform the most heroic act In the book without even noticing it. He 
is so outraged by the peasants' refusal to let Marya escape the French 
that, unarmed and alone, he overcomes the entire village. Time and 
fox-hunting have taught him to throw himself Into the moment so that 
he acts with undoubted conviction and his attention completely 
absorbed in the matter at hand. Nikolayalso overcomes Marya's heart, 
just in the moment of Its greatest trauma and anguish, because here, 
too, he forgets himself listening to her. But love Is dialectical: so 
because the self which he forgets Is generous and honorable and 
knows what It feels like to love a parent, the consideration he shows 
her is as sympathetic and comforting as it Is sincere. Although she 
feels ashamed of having fallen In love with a man who may never love 
her just days after her father's death, Marya relishes her feelings for 
Nikolay and never tries to fight against them. She has begun to learn 
that life gives her a right to be happy: the self must be nourished by 
love if It is to give itself In love. Perhaps this Isn't always the case. 
PerhaRS some rare people have spiritual gifts so high that they can • sustain themselves indefinitely on the mere hope oflove. Perhaps. But 
poor Sonya, the "sterile flower' (1275) of the book, is Tolstoy's portrait 
of what happens to an ordinary person who lives on hope too long. 

Fortunately, life fulfills Marya's hopes. The lesson of self and 
happiness that she begins to learn when she meets Nlkolay, she 
finishes learning from his sister Natasha. The "tender and passionate 
friendship" (XV, 1) which grows up between them after Prince Audrey's 
and Petya's deaths helps each of them develop the particular kind of 
self she needs: Marya's "life of devotion, submission, and the poetry 
of Christian self-sacrifice" helps Natasha to acquire the moral ballast 
she lacks, while Natasha's "belief In life and Its enjoyment" helps 
Marya to overcome her BolkonskY habit of denying herself happiness. 
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Two actions late in the book show that Princess Marya has developed 
the respect for self which makes her happiness in the First Epilogue 
possible. F1rst, she must let the dead bury the dead, and give her 
blessing and encouragement to the awakening love between Natasha 
and Pierre. Then she must act for her own happiness by practically 
proposing to Nikolay when his misguided honor threatens both of 
them with loneliness and separation. 

The friendship between Marya and Natasha is one example of the 
miracle of love, which brings happiness and life out of suffering and 
death. That power is central to the stories of Pierre and Natasha which, 
taken together, symbolize the redemption of Russia through the fires 
of war. Like Marya, both of them have such a strong, innate tendency 
toward the whole that they lack selves in some crucial way. Natasha 
(whom I will not have time to discuss in this talk) has to develop the 
moral depth to recognize what's worth giving herself to and what isn't, 
while Pierre will never find what his heart wants until he throws away 
the false selves he has accepted and becomes as a little child. 

Early in the book, Anna Mikhaylovna leads Pierre up the back stairs 
of his father's mansion, directs him in the performance of various 
rituals whose significance he does not understand, and insures that 
he is successfully inltiated into a new world, membership in which 
brings a new identity. As a result of her sponsorship, the illegitimate 
Pierre is transformed into the Count Bezukhov,14 heir to one of the 
greatest fortunes in Russia. By presenting the scene through Pierre's 
naive eyes, which observe the literal events without understanding 
whattheymean or what's at stake, Tolstoy emphasizes how completely 
disconnected Pierre is from the events that are shaping his fate. But 
unlike Nikolay at Enns Bridge,I5 Pierre misunderstands events by 
disregarding hlnlself. He doesn't realize that he is the issue, that Anna 
Mlkhaylovna and his cousin are fighting to secure or steal his inheri
tance. Pierre is so unassuming that he has no real self. Appetites he 
has aplenty, along with sudden passions, a hear! full of kindliness, 
and a head confused by windy abstractions. But he has no spectfic 
convictions or aspirations, no particular loves (even deluded ones) 
which could help him choose which appetites to foster and which to 
restrain, which career to follow, how to understand the intentions and 
character of others, what to give his hear! to. As a result, the events 
that happen inside hlni are just as mysterious and alien as those that 
happen outside of him. Whether it is the way he becomes Count 
Bezukhov or Helene's husband, whether it is the lust which makes 
him prey to her or the fury that drives him to shoot her first lover, 
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Pierre always feels that these things "had to be" (80) and "could not 
be otherwise" (222). 

Pierre's self-betrayal is also marked by a lie-he tells Helene he loves 
her when he doesn't-and he, too, consents to live as if what he knows 
to be false were true. Not surprisingly, he soon finds his life loathsome. 
The blessings of youth, health, marriage, riches, and position become 
so many curses, and the only thing that Pierre owns is his torment. 
With no basis from which to judge, all actions become indistinguishable 
and meauingless. "'What is bad? (he asks himself after the duel) What 
is good? What should one love and what hate? ... All we can know Is 
that we know nothing. And that's the height of human wisdom"' 
(378-79). Once again we see that ideas alone are Insufficient to contsin 
truth or falsity: without a self to ground It, Socrates's most powerful 
insight becomes a cry of despair. 

Pierre and Prince Andrey are the chief representatives of the 
opposite poles of human experience which the dialectic of love brings 
together, so Tolstoy is careful throughout the novel to syncopate and 
Invert their stories. Prince Audrey begins In disappointment and rises 
to the height of military glory before his first revelation embitters his 
life; Pierre begins by being raised to the pinnacle of worldly success, 
which collapses under him, plunging him Into the belly of despatruntil 
he Is plucked out by his first revelation (V, 1). It comes to him after he 
has been emotionally and spiritually wounded at the duel. He meets 
Joseph Bazdeev, an old man with "bright eyes," who persuades him 
not with words but with "the calm firmness and certainty of his 
vocation, which radiated from his whole being," that God exists, that 
He is in every manifestation ofllfe, and that He is to be "apprehended," 
therefore, not by "lntellect"16 but by living. Connected for the first time 
to another human heart, Pierre feels "a joyful sense of comfort, 
regeneration, and return to life." 

Prince Andrey loses his first revelation by getting the ideas right 
while forgetting the vision of the sky which animated them; Pierre, on 
the other hand, hangs on to the faith that can redeem him, but so 
clutters it with vague and far-fetched ideas that it does him no good. 
He confuses Bazdeev's spiritual truth with the Freemasonry he prac
tices. Like Princess Marya, Pierre has so little respect for himself that 
he consistently assumes that truth and goodness are to be found in 
"the far distance" ( 1226), in lofty abstractions and vast goals. Although 
Bazdeev tells him what he later learns In prison, "that God is here and 
everywhere" (1226), Pierre cannot hear it yet because without a self 
there is no here, so God must be everywhere else. Thus he misses the 
principal aim which attracted Bazdeev to Masonry. Instead of trying 
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to apprehend the mystery of an immanent God, Pierre gets lost In 
words and turns God Into the Architect of the Universe, who plays a 
kind of numerological hide-and-seek with the world. 

Pierre misses the second aim of Masonry as well, the purification 
and regeneration of the self, because his contempt for self leads him 
to think It can be transformed with a wish. This shows not only how 
little Pierre knows himself, but also how easily self-lessness falls Into 
the same complacency anq hypocrisy that beset egoism. For all his 
longing for the good, Pierre spends most of the novel leading a 
dissipated and profligate life wWch at one point becomes so bad that 
even his Incestuous, adulterous wife is embarrassed by it. 

Having missed the first two alms of Masonry, he has no chance of 
contributing to the third, the Improvement of mankind. Rightly un
derstood, this aim Is the consequence of the first two: when a person 
who works unceasingly on purifYing himself touches another whom 
he recognizes as another embodiment of God's love, the other has the 
chance to know love. Only thus can he be "Improved." But without a 
self from which to feel the humanity of others, Pierre can only 
understand the third aim as an Invitation to make people the objects 
of his self-conscious benevolence. Like Prince Andrey, Pierre does not 
establish a human relationship with Ws peasants, as Nikolay does In 
the First Epilogue. Instead, Pierre Is content with staged receptions 
where he Is pleasantly embarrassed by the sight of his own good 
Intentions. The only effect his "benefits" (411) bring Is to make the 
peasants'life harder: In order to build the brick schools and hospitals 
he has ordered for their good, the serfs' manorial labor has been 
Increased. A life based on the obligation of self-sacrifice for the sake 
of others turns out to be as Incoherent as one based on self-aggran
dizement. The problem, then, Is not In the content of the aim-not In 
egoism or self-lessness-but rather in the attempt to reduce life to a 
program based on one pole of human experience. Morality Itself 
becomes Immoral when It hardens Into a prescribed code.I7 

Freemasonry entangles Pierre In another fu.lse identity added to the 
one Anna Mikhaylovna gave him. After the first flush of enthusiasm, 
he fmds that Ws life Is more loathsome than ever, only now he's better 
at running away from it. He doesn't begin to find hiniself until he 

. discovers that he has fallen in love with Natasha (VIII, 22). Actually, 
Pierre has always loved Natasha, but It takes the shock of sympathy 
when he feels her shame and anguish after betraying Prince Andrey 
and attempting suicide to make him realize it. By feeling the pain of 
someone else's limits and failures, Pierre can forgive himself for his 
own failures and propose to her although he Is already married. If he 
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were free, he tells Natasha-that is, if he had not married a woman he 
knew to be stupid and immoral-he would marry her on the spot. But 
since he Isn't free, he has nothing to gain from his declaration. For 
Tolstoy, the absence of personal motive Is the touchstone of sincerity, 
and so Natasha takes it, responding to the first gift of love she has 
received In over a year with "tears of gratitude and tenderness." Freed, 
at least In spirit, from the consequences of his self-betrayal, Pierre 
rushes outside where he sees "an immense expanse of dark starry 
sky" crowned by "the enormous and brilliant comet of 1812." Feeling 
the connection between the comet and "his own softened and uplifted 
soul," Pierre feels for the first time the sacredness of his own life. 

Now that something outside himself has called his heart, Pierre sees 
that the questions he has tormented himself with are trrelevant to the 
all-engrossing activity of living. He becomes obsessed with the idea of 
throwing himself Into the general catastrophe which the French army 
Is bringing to Moscow: "He now experienced a glad consciousness that 
everything that constitutes men's happiness-the comforts of life, 
wealth, even life Itself-Is rubbish It Is pleasant to throw away ... " 
(840). Though he doesn't understand It yet, Pierre recognizes that only 
by ridding himself of everything extraneous and abandoning himself 
to the terrible force of the whole can he find the self that can love and 
be loved by Natasha. 

So he goes to Borodino, where the "terrible stormcloud" he has been 
desiring ''with the whole strength of his soul" (836) engulfs him. In the 
novel's greatest Irony, Tolstoy sends Nikolay shopping for horses and 
keeps Prince Andrey on the sideline, reserving for the civilian Pierre 
the honor of defending his country in the great battle before Moscow. 
He ends up at the Knoll Battery, ''which the French regarded as the 
key to the whole position," but which Pierre assumes to be "one of the 
least significant paris of the field ... just because he happened to be 
there" (884-85). The stormcloud does indeed burst, nearly killing him: 
dazed and terrified, Pierre jumps up and runs back toward the battery 
and Into "a thin, sallow-faced, perspiring man In a blue uniform" (889). 
Instinctively they grasp each other by the throat, surprised, frightened, 
unsure who Is the captor and who the prisoner. By restricting the 
portrayal of actual battle to this one Incident, the novel implies that It 
Is here, far from Napoleon and Kutuzov, unconcerned with heroism, 
honor, or fatherland-here, where men are most free because they are 
concerned only with themselves at that very Instant-precisely here, 
where the battle Is reduced to the smallest possible unit, that history 
happens. And because In that instant Pierre's grip Is tighter than his 
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opponent's, the Russians recapture the Knoll, win the Battle of 
Borodino, and destroy Napoleon's army. 

Pierre, of course, never knows that Tolstoy has emblematically 
fulfilled his Insane delusion ofbeing L'russe Besulwf, the one destined 
to end Napoleon's career. That is to say, he never realizes that by living 
up to the demands of his own private life which bring him to Borodino, 
he has done his part to defeat Napoleon. Nor does he realize that he 
has discovered freedom, though In a dream the night after the battle, 
Bazdeev tells him, "'To endure war is the most difficult subordination 
of man's freedom to the law of God"' (941). But Pierre does come to 
understand it In prison, under the Influence of his final sponsor, 
Platon Karataev. Pia ton 18 is the only sponsor that Pierre himself seeks 
out. He begins his search when he throws away the identity Anna 
Mikhaylovna gave him and runs down the same back stairway which 
she had conducted him up. Then he forgets his mad plan of killing 
Napoleon to abandon himself once more to what life offers, the chance 
to save a child and defend a young woman. Arrested, tried, and sent 
to a firing squad, Pierre achieves the sacrifice he has been longing for. 
Faced with imminent death, he, too, discovers that the self is an 
absolutely personal locus of "memories, aspirations, hopes, and 
thoughts" (1068) whose existence Is precious only to himself and 
depends entirely on an Impersonal and Incomprehensible whole. 

As it turns out, the whole has sent him there to witness executions, 
not to be executed himself. But Pierre's sacrifice Is complete nonethe
less. Everything In his past life-"his faith In the well-orderingl9 of the 
universe, In humanity, in his own soul, and in God"-has "collapsed 
Into a heap of meaningless rubbish" (1 072). Suffering, it seems, is just 
as necessary to the self-less, not to deepen his sympathies, but to 
teach him that the self is precious precisely because It Is finite and 
his alone. 

Once again Pierre Is redeemed from despair, this tinle through 
Platon Karataev, whose ''well-ordered arrangements" (1073) as he 
prepares for sleep begin to restore "the world fuat had been shattered 
... in (Pierre's) soul with a new beauty and on new and unshakable 
foundations" (1076). From a simple peasant Pierre learns that fue self 
exists most truly when it is absorbed in the moment-by-moment 
encounter with God's love, which we call Ufe. Furthermore, because it 
Is life which makes everything precious, it cannot be burdened or 
trivialized wifu an "aim" (1226). Life is its own "aim." 1hat, Pierre 
realizes, is true autonomy and the best evidence that life is sacred. He 
was wrong-headed to try to embrace the whole with vast aspirations 
and abstract philosophies, when all the time "the great, eternal, and 
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infinite" (1227) is here, In you and me, In daily life, If only we will look 
at it. This discovery makes Pierre "much simpler" (1228), his servants 
say, much more natural and direct. 

Pierre also learns that because the encounter with the divine which 
constitutes our true self is absolutely personal and immediate, we 
live free from the causality of external conditions and time past. That 
he experiences freedom in battle and discovers it in prison confirm 
what his dream told him: that human freedom exists in the moment
by-moment encounter with a context over whose course we have no 
control. 

Pierre learns these things by suffering the hardships of a month in 
captivity. The "Christian"20 life that Pierre learns from Platon is very 
similar to the divine love Prince Andrey discovers. Like that love, the 
love Platon exemplifies is entirely impersonal. Tolstoy writes: 
"Karataev had no attachments, friendships, or love, as Pierre under
stood them, but loved and lived affectionately with everything life 
brought him in contact with, particularly with man-not any partic
ular man, but those with whom he happened to be" (1078). It is 
important for Pierre to discover this kind of love because through it 
he learns to rejoice in the infinite variety and otherness of people. 

But the problems which unconditioned love raises do much more 
than that. Pierre recognizes "that in spite of Karataev's affectionate 
tenderness for him ... he would not have grieved a moment at parting 
from him" (1078). And because he learns to feel the same way about 
Platon, Pierre is able to turn away from him moments before he is shot, 
in order to keep his own attention focused on living. Tolstoy says that 
Pierre's behavior expresses "the full strength of life in man and the 
saving power he has of transferring his attention from one thing to 
another" ( 1177). This incident and Tolstoy's explicit approval may well 
be the most troubling thing in the book, for It flies In the face of every 
morality based on love as well as the natural compassion even Platon's 
dog shows. And to make matters worse, Tolstoy seems to confute the 
lesson of Pierre's prison experience, which taught him that intellectual 
activity distracts from the immediate encounter with life which is 
freedom and happiness. We should open ourselves to what life has to 
offer, the novel has often implied, the painful as well as the pleasant. 
But Pierre prevents himself from realizing that Platon has been shot 
by counting the number of three-step units to Smolensk, as frivolous 
a use of rationality as one could imagine. And Tolstoy approves. 

Tolstoy makes Platon's death as troubling as he can, I think, to 
insist upon two important points. The first is that any system of 
thought and behavior, including the one presented in the novel, 
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reduces life from a miracle to a machine. So, for Instance, although 
he Is convinced that self-forgetfulness is the key to effective and 
meaningful action, Tolstoy also knows that it is only Intermittently 
possible, and sometimes the very worst way we can act. Pierre forgets 
himself and abandons himself to the moment when he realizes that 
he is not a spectator at Borodlno. Just as he had volunteered to supply 
a thousand men because he was swept up by "the necessity of 
undertaking something and sacrificing something" (840), so now he 
suddenly volunteers to bring ammunition for the gunners. He runs 
toward the ammunition wagon, but the habit of self-doubt makes him 
pause-and saves his life when a shell hits the wagon (889). If he had 
acted like a good Tolstoyan, he would be dead. Again, Tolstoy is tireless 
In his insistence that unless we are firmly grounded in the common 
and personal interests he calls "real life" (457), our lives will be empty 
and futile. At the same time, however, he also knows that ''real life" Is 
the most unreal thing of all, that the only thing real is the incompre
hensible something which Prince Andrey discovered In the sky. We 
cannot help but make systems of thought and behavior: It Is the 
essential activity of human life to understand the truth and act in a 
way that acknowledges the moral significance of our existence. But 
heaven help us, Tolstoy Implies, if we should come to believe the 
systems we make, If we should mistake them for the life they try to 
describe. 

The night after Platon's death, Pierre has a dream (XIV, 3) which 
justifies his heartless turning away in terms of the "divine love" that 
Platon represents. It tells him that the selfs first duty is to preserve 
itself, for "while there is life there is joy in consciousness of the divine," 
and "to love life is to love God." Tbe primacy oflife comes from Its being 
sacred, but Its primacy does not excuse us from risking our lives when 
the situation warrants it. In fact, there seems to be something crucially 
important about facing death, not as a distant abstraction but as an 
immediate possibility. To express this complex responsibility we have 
toward life, the dream repeats "the same thoughts" It brought him the 
night after Borodino: "Harder and more blessed than all else Is to love 
this life In one's sufferings, In one's Innocent sufferings." Then, as if 
to reward Pierre for having put life's claims first, the dream passes 
Into a vision of how the soul does not die, but only returns to the whole. 
Unconditioned love Is not really heartless In turning away: since Platon 
continues in the whole, it's only the delusion that we are separate and 
personal selves which makes his death seem sad. "How simple and 
clear It Is," Pierre thinks In the dream, comforted. 
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When he wakes up moments later, however, Pierre still cannot face 
Platon's death. And this, I think, is the second point Tolstoy means to 
drive home: delusion though it is, we encounter God's love as separate 
individuals. The whole may be what's true, but it's not where you or 
I live. The vision leaves us dissatisfied. Pierre's dream sounds remark
ably like Prince Andrey's thoughts moments before his dream, the one 
in which death wins out over life. Perhaps it is a greater spiritual 
achievement for Prince Andrey to choose the whole, or for us to be 
comforted by the visiort of Platon 's returning to the whole, but Tolstoy 
doesn't seem to think so. He calls Prince Andrey's thoughts "too ... 
brain-spun" (1090). In choosing life-individual, human life, however 
much of a delusion it is-we are committing ourselves to being 
dissatisfied With the comfort ofknowing that we Will dissolve back into 
the wholec We are committing ourselves, that is, to a sentence of death 
in all its dreadfulness. And to recognize the sacredness of life under 
those conditions, "to love this life in one's ... innocent sufferings" is 
"harder and more blessed than all else." Divine love redeems Pierre, 
then, by teaching him how to turn away from suffering and death, not 
from callousness but from understsnding and faith. It teaches him, 
we might say, the lesson of Job. 

Pierre having chosen "this life," Tolstoy sends Russian partisans to 
attack the convoy the next morning and free the prisoners. It is during 
this action that fifteen-year-old Petya Rostov becomes a hero: like his 
brother Nikolay at Enns Bridge, he rushes ahead of everyone-but he 
is killed. Petya's death is not necessary to redeem Pierre from captivity 
or to free his country of the French. It kills his mother spiritually and 
hastens his father's death, but It restores Natasha to life by re-awak
ening the love in her which seems to have died with Prince Andrey. It 
is the way of life to bring all things to an end, and to make all endings 
someone else's beginnings. So it is in the novel, and so it Will be With 
this lecture-after a brief epilogue. 

Near the beginning of this lecture I said that Tolstoy regarded ideas 
as vain trifles unless they were carried and lived to the extreme. That 
was true of his convictions about moral purity and art, and it's 
certainly true of his theory of history, which is nothing but the dialectic 
oflove writlarge. It is not enough, for Tolstoy, to have explored a vision 
of the relation between self and whole as it exists In one time. If that 
vision is true, Tolstoy seems to believe, It must also inform the relation 
between self and whole through time. The mechanical notion that an 
individual causes an historical event derives from the egoistical delu
sion that the world is an object for the self to act upon. Because the 
world is a whole comprised of separate beings, each of whom has the 
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legitimacy and value of embodying God's love, the relationship be
tween leaders and the people has to be reciprocal, dialectical. We make 
them possible, Tolstoy insists, and they are the means by which we 
acquire a societal and historical self. Cause-and-effect is fine for 
billiard balls, but it is blasphemous to think of ourselves that way. 

But even extending the dialectic of love to apply to history doesn't 
take it far enough for Tolstoy: near the end of the Second Epilogue he 
expands the context once again and applies his vision of the relation 
between self and whole wliJtout regard to time, in the metaphysical 
discussion of free will and necessity that ends the book. If life is its 
own "aim," being gifted with life confers a kind of autonomy on each 
of us-the autonomy of making our own life what it is. Not that we 
have any conirol over the conditions around us or the sequence of 
events that happens to us; but rather, we make our life in a moral 
sense by lransforming, moment by moment, the things life offers us 
into our life. By the same token, since life is the whole, the course of 
events and the conditions within which we live grow from it without 
regard to what we want, expect, or need. As tiny parts of the whole, 
we do help bring these events about, but never as we intend and 
always in ways that we cannot realize. Necessity and freedom, then, 
are also dialectically related: neither can exist without the other. 

Whether or not Tolstoy is justified in applying the dialectic of love 
to these larger and larger contexts, the book that comes of it is like 
some vast symphony that takes a single theme and explores it, 
develops it, lransforms it until it reaches monumental proportions. 
For all of its heterogeneous material and hundreds of characters, War 
and Peace embodies a remarkably single vision: that love embodies 
itself in separate beings whose vecy separateness not only makes 
possible the recognition of the whole, but also animates the universe 
by making it inevitable that that recognition will be forgotten and 
recalled endlessly. 
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Notes: 

l. Henry Troyat, 'Iblstoy, trans. Nancy Amphoux (Garden City: Double
day, 1967), 499. 

2. When Tolstoy was five, his older brother Nlkolay told him about a 
magical green stick on which a secret was written that would end 
disease, anger, and misery; the stick was buried in a forest on their 
estate, and Its discovery would make everyone love each other as "ant 
brothers." In his Mef11Dirs, written seventy years later, Tolstoy writes: 
"The ideal of the 'ant brothers' clinging lovingly to one another only 
not under two armchairs draped with shawls but of all the peoples of 
the whole world under the wide dome of heaven, has remained 
unaltered for me. As I then believed that there was a little green stick 
whereon was written something that would destroy all evll in men and 
give them great blessings, so I now believe that such truth exists 
among people and will be revealed to them and wli1 give them what It 
promises." By his own wish, Tolstoy Is buried where the green stick 
was said to be hidden. 

3. I owe this lovely image to Emily Bronte. Catherine Earnshaw uses it 
in Chapter 9 of Wuthertng Heights. 

4. It's worth noting, I think, that Tolstoy always calls him "Prince 
Andrey, • using his full formal name to suggest the dominance and 
tenacity ofhis egoism. He is the only character that Tolstoy so names. 

5. Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace, trans. Louise &Alymer Maude, ed. George 
Gibian (New York: W.W. Norton, 1966), 1079. All future references 
will be placed within square brackets in the text When quoting more 
than once from a particular scene, I will give book and chapter 
references once rather than repeat what is often the same page 
number. 

6. The Russian word, nebo, means both "sky" and "heaven. • 
7. Thlstoy measures Prince Andrey's progress from egoism to love by 

repeating four s!mllar moments. The first time Prince Andrey realizes 
that others have their own legitimate life Is the night before Austerlitz, 
when he has a momentary glimpse of what it must have felt like to 
his wife, Use, to be pregnant and dumped so lovelessly in the country 
with his father and sister. The second time happens as he is driving 
toward the house at Otrodnoe (VI, 1) and sees Natasha for the first 
time. The painful sight of a life so "bright and happy" (It must also be 
"foolish." he assures himself parenthetically) and so "separate" from 
his begins his return to life. The third time (from which this quotation 
is taken) is in 1812; visiting Bald Hills after It has been abandoned, 
he sees two peasant girls running away with green plums they have 
taken from his orchard, and wishes them well. The last time Is when 
he is thinking about "human" and "divine love" after Borodino and 
understands what things must have felt like to Natasha; moments 
after this insight, the real Natasha returns to him. Each time his 
insight Is deeper and more explicit, and his sympathy fuller. 
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8.1 have changed the Maudes• translation here. They call the sky 
"equitable, • but spravedlin!lf (related to pravda, "truth, justice") really 
means "just" in the sense of impartial, equitable, or fair. 

9. I wish I could take credit for this Image, but in fact It belongs to 
Luciano Pavarottl, who used It to describe his vocal talent. 

10. The name of Prince Andrey's estate, Ironically enough, means some
thing like "enchanted by God" (Bog and charovat? 

11. Tolstoy's idea of the right way to live sounds like the just life in the 
Republic, both in its analogical, social manifestation and Its real, 
moral sense: "Thus, Glaucon, it was after all a kind of phantom of 
justice-that's also why It was helpful-its being right for the man who 
ts by nature a shoemaker to practice shoe making and do nothing else, 
and for the carpenter to practice carpentry, and so on for the rest ... 
And in truth justice was, as It seems, something of this sort; however, 
not with respect to man's minding his external business, but with 
respect to what is within, with respect to what truly concerns him and 
his own. He doesn't let each part in him mind other people's business 
or the three classes in the soul meddle with each other, but really sets 
his own house in good order and rules himself; he arranges himself, 
becomes his own friend, and harmonlzes the three parts ... • (443c-d, 
translation by Allan Bloom) In What Is Art?, written three decades 
after War and Peace, Tolstoy develops an aesthetic vety much like 
Socrates' in Books II-III and X of the Republic. 

12. Troyat, op. cit., 731. 
13. I have changed the Maudes' translation again. Neopredelimyj, which 

they translate "illimitable, • is more strictly "indeterminable" and 
"indefinable. • Tbe word they translate as "limited" is uzkij, "narrow. • 
And telesn!lf means "physical" and "corporeal" more than "material. • 
Tbe adverb beskonechno, "infinitely," is the same word which Prince 
Andrey repeatedly uses about the sky. 

14. Pierre is the only character in the novel whose name changes, from 
"Monsieur Pierre" to Count Bezukhov, then to "the man who does not 
give his name," and finally back to Count Bezukhov-but a different 
person from the first time he bore that name. I take this as a literal 
sign that he spends most of the novel discovertog his self. 

15. Tolstoy uses mlli!aty imagety more than once to associate Pierre's 
experience as he is maneuvered into marriage with Nikolay's early 
mlli!aty experience. Most important is the dreadful "line" (199, 200, 
225) each has to cross: on this side is life, safety, and what they have 
been; on the other side is uncertainty, pain, and death. Each has a 
sense that just by having crossed that line, he will be Irrevocably 
changed. 

16. The Maudes use "reason, • but the Russian, wn, is not quite so specific. 
It means "mind, brains, wit, intellect. • 

17. Tbe failure of Pierre's religiosity anticipates the contradictions that 
would embitter the last thirty years of Tolstoy's life, after his conver
sion. Not only did he welcome the role of spiritual leader to the 
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disciples his Chrtstian anarchism attracted, but as the "apostle of 
love• he quarreled with every frtend he ever had, especially his wife 
Sonya, whom he refused to see on his deathbed. 

18. The name Is, Indeed, the Russian form of Plato (and the word 
tolstyj--remarkable colncidencel-means "thick, heavy, stout, fat•). In 
Anna Karentna, another peasant named Platon sparks the religious 
conversion of the autobiographical character Levin. 

19. The Maudes translate this "right-ordering,· but the word, 
blagoustrqjsbJo, Is the same word that Tolstoy uses on the next page 
to descrtbe Platon's way of preparing for sleep. The Maudes translate 
the second appearance as "well-ordered," and I have adopted this 
phrase for both. 

20. In Russian, the word for "peasant" (krest:Janin) differs only slightly 
from the word for "Chrtstian• (xristtonln). Platon himself makes the 
pun which associates the two. 
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I Two Poems 
Moira Russell 

Illusory 
jar Vmcent Van Gogh 

So much sadness, even when there is so much yellow in the world. 
yellow past sun, past joy. past comfort, 
yellow as a quilt for the eyes, yellow as an explosion. 
I can't tell you when it was I first knew 
that there was no blackness in the world-not even in night; 
that there was always a hint of color, a saving grace, 
hiding deep somewhere within the blackness. 
The stars bum yellow. white, blue-red and gold. 
so there Is only red-blue darkness. yellow blackness. Illusory. 
Even in eyes' pupils. 
the gateway to darkness. 
live yellow sparks. In the beginning there was yellow. 
not sun yet, nor even light. 
color without form, 
wriggling and kicking In God's hand, like an infant. 
its color yelling out 
like an infant's first squall; then as it lit up to white 
and then burnt down to deep tawny lions gold 
God smiled at yellow. the very first of all his children; he knew 
that he had created as he had wanted to. 

Moira Russell attended St. John's College in Santa Fe and was graduated from 
the Universlt;y of Delaware in 1992. She lives in Albuquerque. 
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Strange Me~?ting 

Often I imagine 
my two grandfathers, never knowing 
each other In llfe, ,somehow meeting. 

Different ends 
of the same spectrum, cruelly, they'd talk 
of what they held In common: 
money, whiskey, women, death. 

Yet even there 
they are dMded-take whiskey: one lived In Prohibition, 
a dapper bootlegger, a dandy; 
one lived in endless poverty, 
violent llfe and violent death, a powder-monkey 
working with dynamite all day 
and coming home and making moonshine, bragging 
that his "likker" was as powerful-he'd drink-no, 
better. 

Their lnfluence on me 
is so powerful 
it is unseen; like the moon 
pulling on creatures deep within the sea, 
like hidden water 
running through the earth, their blood, 
oil and water, runs uneasily In my veins, 
never mlxlng, yet mlxed In me, 
powering this hand that writes of their imagined meeting, 
strangers in name, but uni1y In heredity. 



I Two Reviews 
Eva T. H. Brann 

Patrick O'Brian, Master and Commander and 'The Ionian 
MissiDn, New York: W. W. Norton (1970, 1981). 

Cynthia Ozlck, 'The Pagan Rabbi and Other Stories, New 
York: E. P. Duttoq (1983). 

This time I want to commend to the attention of the community a pair 
of books that belong to a series, and a collection of stories. The series 
and the collection are connected by nothing but their Incongruity. 
Among the many reminders to us that we do not live In the very best 
of all possible worlds Is the fact that the texts that edlty do not 
Invariably delight and the tales that are salutary to the soul do not 
always give the most pleasure. I do think the well-balanced reading 
life should range over both extremes. Here, then, Is an example of 
each, one a realistic British sea-romance and the other a theological 
Jewish fantasy. 

For the adults among the readers of the Hornblower books who 
have longed for one more adventure there is relief: Patrick O'Brian's 
fifteen-book Aubrey-Maturin series, the best fighting navy novels I 
have ever read. (Consider that Joseph Conrad writes about commer
cial vessels, though he wouldn't have liked so crass a way of putting 
it.) Like the Hornblower novels, this series follows the rocky rise of Its 
hero through the navy list durlng the Napoleonic wars. Unlike the 
Forester stories, this series Is an entertainment meant for grownups. 

The way I went about It was to get the first and the eighth volume, 
Master and Commander and 'The Ionian MissiDn. I mean to get the 
fifteenth as soon as It Is available In paperback, and then to fill In 
haphazardly, as If picking up occasional tales about a familiar setting 
and Its likable Inhabitants. 

To me the chief delight of these books Is the sea talk. The special 
vocabularies of all the honest trades-so antithetical to jargon-are 
always wonderful, but among them the speech of sailors Is most 
wonderful. For one thlng, It is vigorously poetical and exuberantly 
traditional; for another, !tis an essential part of the working life of any 
boat-skippers who can't rely on the crew to know the language of 
their orders might as well go and do It themselves (which Is what my 
skipper, Bert Thoms, our tutor who died In 1978, would often have to 
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do). Naturally not everybody Is so fond of sailing speech. In the opening 
chapter of the voyage to Brobdingnag, Swift Inserts a sardonic half
page of nautical gibberish-at least, I think It must be that. O'Brian, 
on the other hand, Is persuasively professional, and there are some
times whole pages oflanguage that I can't make heads or tails of but 
In which I have utter faith. For example, Captain Jack Aubrey has just 
set his Sophtes old-fashioned spritsail topsail. edging away another 
half point: 

At the taffrail Mowett was explaining the nature of this sail to 
Stephen, for the Sophie set It llytog, with a jack -stay cltoched round 
the end of the jib-boom, havtog an Iron traveller on It, a curious 
state of affairs In a man-of-war, of course. 

Well, of course. Like most members of this community, I don't like 
being subjected to Insignificant speech even If! can divine Its Intention 
very well, but I love listening to significant speech though I don't 
understand a third of it. 

The other objects that are lovable about these books are Its Captain 
Jack Aubrey, called "Goldilocks" behind his back by the crew, and his 
friend, the ship's surgeon Stephen Maturln, a hopeless sailor and an 
Indefatigable naturalist. In fact, the most horrifying engagement In the 
books Is the mating of a pair of praying mantises observed by Stephen, 
a mating that Is carried on undeterred by the fact that the female Is 
the while systematically dismantling her mate. The beauty of It Is that 
In this romance the Incident Is a metaphor for nothing at all-just a 
well-observed piece of natural history. 

Young Jack as well as middle-aged Jack Is fattish and blond, daring 
and cautious, insubordinate andTorylsh, moody and exuberant, naive 
and cunning, childlike and commanding, bearlike and delicate. Al
though he makes love In ail ports, he is altogether present only In two 
places. One Is the quarterdeck of his sloop Sophie (and later of his 
frigate Swprise) before and In battle, the other Is in the captain's cabin, 
sawing away at his fiddle In concert with friend Stephen's cello. They 
both know the mUsic of the "London Bach." As It happens, Stephen 
has come across the fact that "Bach had a father," and has brought 
some of father Bach's scores on board. Playing them reveals a side of 
the amateurishly musical Jack that realigns his figure from lovable to 
moving. 

There Is, of course, third among delights, lots of naval action: 
chases, engagements, sllpplngs-away, bombardments, hoardings, 
love trysts In exotic ports-and very little pretense of plot otherwise. 
Years of pleasure! 

••• 
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ConseiYatively speaking, one might say that the people in Cythia 
Ozick's book, particularly In the title story, "The Pagan Rabbi" (1966), 
are not outdoor folk. The nearest the rabbi comes to the ocean Is 
sewer-straddling Trilham's Inlet Park, off Long Island Sound (I have 
reason to think) but not to be found on the going map of New York 
City and environs. Here he hangs himself with his prayer shawl from 
the young oak with whose roving splrlt he has fallen In love. Hence 
the tale Is fantasy, but it Is dead serlous fantasy. In the epigraph of 
the story, taken from the Talmudic Ethics of the Fathers, Cynthia Ozick 
announces the danger that drives Rabbi Kornfeld to his death: 

Rabbi Jacob said: "He who Is walking along and studying, but then 
breaks off to remark, 'How lovely Is that tree!" or 'How beautiful is 
that fallow fieldl'--8crlpture regards such a one as having hurt his 
own being.• 

This saying speaks to me because I was brought up the other way 
around, to think that total absorption In Inward talk while walking 
through a fallow field-or a field of corn in tassel-is a sin against 
nature. 

Kornfeld's embittered widow suspects him of studying nature-bot
any, perhaps mycology. But those Baconlan distractions are not his 
undoing. He develops a mad and beautiful theory of"free souls." Only 
the human soul Is Irremediably Indwelling. The souls of natural 
beings, of trees and animals, can roam free, leaving the natural body 
at peace, allowing It to see, to witness, to confront Its own soul. What 
has captivated the rabbi is not the science of nature but the souls of 
nature: water and wood nymphs. the visible spirlts of myth. In the 
feiYently God-involved mode of a piously sedentary learned Jew he 
has surrendered to paganism-to open-eyed wandering about (he 
joins a hiking club), to visible splrlts (he begins by descrying a naiad 
and ends by embracing a nymph), and to the supersession of God's 
will by the free Imagination (he thinks that If Moses had told the 
Hebrews of the doctrine of "free souls" they would have preferred to 
stay enslaved In Egypt while letting their souls wander at pleasure In 
Zion). 

No one in this story Is lovable or even pleasant, not the runaway 
rabbi, not the bitter rebbetzin, nor the bookseller who tells the 
tale-not even, or least of all, the rural spirit that seduces him, for In 
love-battle with a Jew, the nymph proves to be a demon. But they are 
all reenacting an old and deadly serlous antagonism, and thus they 
command respect. 
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I Results of 
Crossword Number Four 

Solution to "Famous Pairs" by Captain Easy 
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The winners of the $35 book tokens, redeemable at the St. John's 
College Bookstore, are: 

Jerry Bains, Phoenix AZ 
Christopher Lee, Portland ME 
Steve Stalter, Topeka KS 

The solution and the names of the winners of Crossword Number 
Five will appear In the next regular Issue. 
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Crossword Number Six: 
"Po reus" 
By Cassandra 

Answers to ten clues, marked by asterisks, are to be decoded phonet
ically before entry Into the • diagram. 

Across 
I. Composer reverses role 

as young knight (8) 
*4. To flout reality, conceal 

what Is bizarre (5) 
7. Spawn of vile animals, 

Initially (3) 
10. Meat for least Important 

or most Important man? 
(4) 

*12. Once started, wandering 
nude takes right path (8) 

*13. Give us any new order, 
then rescind It (5) 

14. Make candy money (4) 
16. Regular fee sent directly 

to Pole (4) 
18. Sewer with top off reveals 

water (4) 
19. Hydrogen works when 

used for making beer (4) 
*20. Unknown artist and 

celebrity finally join 
forces to produce kind of 
picture (1-3) 

21. Give authority to put In 
combination of French 
and English (6) 

24. Left gun out-it's found 
In chest (4) 

25. Half-Japanese car game 
(3) 

*26. Expense Is nothing like 
Latin song (6) 

27. To claim as one's own, 
put pointless pointer on 
entry (8) 

Down 
*I. How to address Turkish 

governor: "Do as I say!" (4) 
2. Possessed, found In part 

of Hell (3) 
3. Dancing girl and fat 

treatment (7) 
*4. Place for products of 

burning, like high
tension beam (7) 

5. Following bad pun? 
There's nothing in It (4) 

6. Sneer about birds (5) 
8. Extra room for tenth 

British monarch (5) 
9. Poor leaderless seminar 

must stay put (6) 
*1 0. Avoid taking trick-or, 

taking fifty, avoid giving 
enough money! (9) 

11. Began bad ode about 
writer (6) 

*13. Linger longer to display 
old-fashioned corset (7) 

14. Ethical maxtm starts 
from the lips (5) 

*15. Where to dispose of what 
Is finished-and ruined, 
you tart! (3-4) 

17. Money Is corrupt heart of 
despot (4) 

22. Metal beast (3) 
23. Organ froduces sound

yes? (3 
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As usual, three book tokens of $35, redeemable at the College Bookstore 
(Annapolis), will be awarded for the first three correct solutions opened 
at random eight weeks after the mailing of this issue. Marl< envelopes 
" Crossword No. 6." 




