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I FOREWORDS 
John Keats 

1795- 1821 

As we note the birth of John Keats we inevitably remember his death. IDs 
robust gifts, both personal and poetic, destined him for extraordinary 
achievement, but the frailty of his physical constitution guaranteed that 
we would never know the full reach of his potential. Even those who have 
faulted his character in some respects-one thinks of Matthew 
Arnold-have acknowledged overrtding virtues to which his letters attest, 
letters which T. S. Eliot has called "the most notable and most important 
ever wrttten by any English poet." In poetry, from the earliest his aims 
were high-he took Milton and Shakespeare as his teachers-and his 
assimilation and progress was swift and sure. By the time of his death, 
at age 25, if he had not mastered the long, heroic poem, or found a 
successful dramatic mode, he had written a heady body of work, including 
odes that are among the greatest in the English language: "Ode to a 
Nightingale," "Ode on a Grecian Urn," Ode to Psyche," and 'To Autumn." 

Ambitious, and gifted, and cruelly short-lived, on the one hand he is 
sometimes apotheosized, along with others of his generation, as a lumi
nary in the typical mythology of Romanticism; on the other hand, he is 
sometimes delivered into the pathos of his biography. These are ways of 
disappearance to which he would not willingly succumb. Ufe is not, he 
wrote, "a vale oftears," but "a vale of Soul-making." The making of Keats' 
soul required the making of poems. It has been said that he alone among 
the poets of his era sought "to escape from self-expression into Shake
spearean impersonality." Thus we best honor Keats where we least find 
him-in his poems. 

The time of his birth and of his last days, the time most like a recurring 
paradox he thought upon, the time of the writing of the great ode to that 
time, autumn was Keats' season. The ode 'To Autumn" contains no "Cold 
pastoral," but is a meditation upon nature's fullness. Fruition and death, 
twin fuces of life, are poised in their togetherness and held beautifully 
before us. There is no moment of disillusion, nor is there any "irritable 
reaching after fact & reason." There is hardly any movement in this 
intensely replete, serene poem. Partly for this reason, even some who 
know that poems are not statements think that this poem, though "nearly 
perfect," has "little to say." But on the matter of the poem, Keats has 
captured the essentials both in substance and tone. Poet, nature, and 
poem are one. 
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Dynamical Chaos: 
Some Implications of a 
Recent Discovery 
Curtis Wilson 

lVIy subject is a peculiar behavior of dytmmical systems that has come 
to be recognized only during the last thiriyyears, In i975 James Yorke 
christened this behavior chaos~pethaps a misnomer. Chaos is a 
dteek word that has no plural. Since Besiod it has meant the nether 
abyss, the first state of the utilverse, or tdtal disorder. 1'he dynamical 
behavior that James Yorke called chaos is order and apparent ran
doitihess lhtertwined. 

A dynamimtl system is~ what? How abtlut this? It is a set of entities 
that lhterad so as to undergo a development The erttities could be 
plartets or billiard balls: maybe cardiac muscle fibers or neurons: maybe 
even bidders on the New York stock Exchartge: but let that go. In my 
illustratltms, the components will be chunks of matter, unbesouled. 

1'o umlerstand why dynamical chaos was recognized only recently 
takes a bit of mathematical i:mckgrourtd. Mathematically, dynamical 
systems are represented by dliferent:it.il equations, Differential equa" 
lions are distinguished by containing instantaneous rates of change, 
velocities, say, ot accelerations. Now empirically you cannot measure 
an l!tstantaneous rate of chartge, but only chart!Jes over firtite intervals 
of time, A differential equation, therefore, is a hypothesis. 'I'll veri:ly the 
hypothesis you must first solve the equation, or l!ttegrat& it. 1'hat 
means, you must somehow eliminate the rate or rates of change, artd 
obtaltl the value of the dependent vatiable~whkh is what you ru-e 
interested in~as a function of the Independent variable, which is 
usually time. 1'hus you will have a relation you cart cheek empirically. 

Procedures ftJr solving a good many differential equations were 
Wtlrked outin the seventeenth and eighteenth Cetlturies. 1'he solutions 
turn 011 what Is called the ftmdamental theorem of the calculus, 
disMvered by Newton and Leibniz. 1'he procedures, like the differential 
equatitJns, assume that time is ctlntinuous. 

Not all dlffere11tial equations are thus soluble "analytically," as we 
say. it may be impossible to disentangle the dependent variable from 
its rate of change: or, if there is more than one dependent variable, to 

Cuflis Wllsort is Tutor ffimetltus at St. John's Ca11~g~. 
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disentangle these variables from one another. Then you can't arrive 
at a formula giving each variable as a function of the time. 

All linear differential equations are soluble. In these equations, the 
dependent variables and their rates of change occur only to the first 
power, and don't multiply one another. An equation in just two 
variables occurring only to the first power can be graphed as a straight 
line; hence the name linear. 

But there are nonlinear. differential equations, in which some of the 
dependent variables, or their rates of change, are raised to powers, or 
multiply one another. Some of these equations are analytically insoluble. 

In fact most dynamical systems in the world can be modeled 
accurately only by nonlinear differential equations, most of which are 
insoluble. It is dynamical systems modeled by such differential equa
tions, nonlinear and insoluble, that exhibit the behavior that James 
Yorke called chaos. Here a small change in the independent variable 
can produce a sudden large change in a dependent variable. Such 
phenomena, we're told, flourish in nature; for instance, in the dripping 
of a faucet. 

How can insoluble differential equations be studied? The chief way 
is by what is called numerical integration. This differs from the 
analytical integration I previously spoke of, which relies on the fun
damental theorem of the calculus. In numerical integration the inde
pendent variable is not varied continuously; instead, it is increased 
by finite jumps. Starting with certain initial values of the variables, 
numerical integration assumes that the initial rate of change remains 
constant for some small, finite interval, say a second, and on that 
assumption computes the values of all the variables at the end of the 
second. Then with the new values it goes on to compute the values of 
all the variables at the end of the second interval. And so on. The 
procedure is not strictly accurate. But if the intervals are made small 
enough, it can give a good idea of what is going on; it can even, in 
many cases, be made to yield predictions as accurate as the observations. 

The first large-scale numerical integration ever performed was carried 
out in 1758, to compute the return date of Halley's Comet. It took six 
months' work by three people, morning, noon, and night. Their final 
prediction was a month off, and even then they were lucky, because their 
computation contained some partially compensating errors. 

Recognition of the chaos named by James Yorke came only in the 
decades since 1960, with the development of high-speed electronic 
computers that could carry out numerical integrations no one had 
previously thought practical. 



WILSON 3 

I am going to now illustrate this kind of dynamical chaos, and to 
talk about some of its characteristics. My interest in this subject arose 
because for some years I have been pursuing the question of how 
planetary astronomy became a precise predictive science, and since 
1980 it has become apparent that planetary astronomy involves 
James Yorke's chaos. 

This chaos limits predictibilty. Philosophers, I suspect, should 
learn about it. New perspectives open up if we recognize how wide
spread it is. More on this later. 

I begin with the simple pendulum. It consists of a heavy bob, 
suspended by a weightless, inextensible thread-mathematical physi
cists love to invoke such things. If we draw the bob aside and let it go, 
it oscillates back and forth. Let me derive its equation of motion and 
show it to be nonlinear (Figure 1). 

We measure e, the departure of the thread from the vertical, in 
radians, defined as arc-length divided by radius. So the arc-length will 
be given by the radius-arm, or length of the thread, here 1, times e. In 
the science of dynamics as founded by Galilee and Newton, we are 
interested in accelerations, that Is, rates of change of velocity; velocity 
itself being a rate of change of position. Acceleration is thus a rate of 
change of a rate of change. In our case, we are interested in the 
acceleration of the bob, hence of its position as measured by the arc 1•e. 
But 1 is a constant; so the acceleration we are Interested In is 1 times 
the acceleration of e, which I write as theta with two over-dots, 1i. 

The reason the bob accelerates Is that it Is pulled downward by 
gravity. The acceleration of gravity at a given spot on the Earth is a 
constant, which we call g. But the bob cannot go straight down, with 
the acceleration g, because it is suspended by the thread. To find how 
much of g accelerates the bob along its path, we "resolve" g into 
components, one in line with the thread-this component merely tenses 
the thread-and the other component at right angles, along the path 
(Figure 2). The latter component is g • sin e. Our equation is then: 

Figure 1 · 

C\·8"C\ v=TSlTiv, 

Figure 2 

,. 
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where, remember, the double over"dot means acceleration, radians 
per second per second. 

I say that this equation is nonlinear. Sine 9 is given by an infinite 
sertes-I will not prove this, please take it on faith: 

• • • 

If only the first term were present, we would have a linear equation. 
But there are higher powers, going on forever. 

Now it turns out that this nonlinear equation is soluble. I Will not 
wnte down the solution, which is somewhat complicated. It implies 
that the pendulum is not isochronous: Wider-angled sWings take a 
little longer. Galileo, gazing at the suspended lamps tn the Cathedral 
of Pisa, guessed the pendulum was isochronous, and wanted so much 
to believe this, that he never made the simple expertments that would 
have shown this assumption false. 

Of course, the simple pendulum is apgroXimately isochronous, for 
small-angled sWings, Suppose that 9 is 6, about 1/10 of a radian. In 
the sertes expansion for the sine, if the first term is 11 10, the second 
term iS 1/6000. We can choose to ignore it, along with all the higlier 
terms. That is called lineariZing the equation, Mathematical physicists 
have been doing it for nearly three hundred years, in order to obtain 
neat, soluble equations. The hope is always that the linearized equa
tions give good enough approximations, And so they do, When the 
system iS close enough to a stable equilibrium. 

Suppose, then, we limit our simple pendulum to swings of 6° or 
less. The effects of nonlinearity Will be present, but tiny. And now let 
us introduce a perturbation, When the word perturbation is used, we 
mean that there is some motion we can regard as fundamental, anti 
some other tiisturbtng motion that is superimposed. The Earth's 
motion is controlled primarily by the gravitational action of the sun, 
but it is perturbed detect<lbiy by the Moon, Venus, Jupiter, Saturn, 
and so on. 

Suppose the point of suspension of our pendulum is put into a 
small osdliation, tn the very plane in which we first set the bilb to 
oscillating. We couiti use a crank mechanism for this. Let the arnpli" 
tude of this perturbing motion be a sm<111 fraction of the length of the 
pendulum. Let the pertod of the forcing motion be one we can vary: 
call itT. And suppose we set T to be somewhere neat the period of our 
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linearized simple pendulum, whith I shall call T0 • To is given by a 
fonnula some of you have learned, 2it times the square root of 1 over g. 

The equation of motion for the new set~up, which I Will not Write 
down, is not soluble analytically: it Will not yield a formula for a as a 
function of time. But a numerical integration can be carried out. John 
Miles ofUCSD did this in 1984,1 to determine the position of the bob 
ench time the perturbing motion reaches the righthand end of its 
range. starllilg from below To. he increused the period T of the 
perturbing motion. At a' certaln point, the motion of the bob, in Its 
original direction of motion, which I Will call the x~direction, became 
unstable. But meanwhile there were two possible motions that were 
stable~motitms that included a sideways Mmponent, a y~component. 
The motion of the bob made a gradual transition to one or the other 
bf these stable motions. 

When T=0.9924T0 , the position of the bob each time the perturbing 
motion comes to the righthund limit of its excursion moves irt this 
figure (Figure 4). You probably wunt to ktiow what the whole motion 
of the bob is. It is in a slowly rotating ellipse With slowly Varying axes. 

But let me focus solely on the position of the bob et~ch time the 
perturbing motion reaches the righthand end of its runge. tfTis 1.0 i 50 
T0, our point moves in u doubled curve (Figure 5): whut is called a 
bljllteatlnrt hM occurred. A small quuntitutive change has produced n 
sharp quulitative chlillge. td the period be inctensed so that T is 
1.02131'0 (Figure 6): unother bifurcation has occurred. A cascade of 
futther bifurcations occurs, as 't is intreased. When we teach 1' = 
L0225Tb (Figure 7). the figure appears smudged, With muny pt~ths 
Close together. The pattern, if accumulated over a long enough time, 
appears to be symmetric With respect to the x~axis, although the bob 
may spend substantial intervals In either the top or bottom hillf of this 
pattern, trMsferring from one to the other at seentlngly random times. 

Figure 3 
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Random is-what? The word comes from old French randir, to run 
or gallop; the French knight, having donned his armor, and drunk 
certain flagons of wine, was hoisted by crane onto his horse and 
galloped about the field, doing random mayhem. The Anglo-Saxon, by 
contrast, wore bearskin, drank mead, and on the battlefield went 
berserk, a word meaning bearskin. To define random mathematically, 
is something else again. Perhaps we can say what it is not. If our 
pattern were two or more periodic motions superimposed, it would be 
what is called quasi-pertodic; if the periodic motions were incommen
surable, there would be no exact repetitions, but the motion would 
not be random or chaotic. But our motion does not look quasi-periodic, 
with those sudden shifts from one part of the pattern to another. 

Figure 4 Figure 5 
2.5 '' 

~ 0 /, 

c9 
I. 

0 • 

-2.5 2.> 
7.[, 0 '·' 

4xjl 4r/l 

T = 0.9924 To T = 1.0150 To 

Figure 6 Figure 7 

'' 

~ ~ 
/, " .. 

-2.5 ,, 
-2.5 

4zfl 
4z/l 

T =1.0213 To T = 1.0225 To 



WILSON 7 

Let's tum to an actual physical experiment. Al Toft, assisted by Otto 
Friedrich-machinist and carpenter for the laboratory-made this pair 
of double pendulums in tandem, in accordance with a description 
given in the American Journal of Physics in 19922 (Figure 8). Each 
double pendulum consists of an upper and lower part, turning on 
bearings, so that the friction is small. Each pari of each double 
pendulum, both the upper and the lower, has its own natural period 
for small-angle oscillatiqns. The situation for the lower pendulum is 
similar to that of the p'erturbed simple pendulum I previously de
scribed. But now the perturber (the upper part) is itself significantly 
perturbed; we have what is called feedback, circular causation. 

The two double pendulums are identical twins. They are mounted 
together on a sturdy support, so that neither will influence the other. 
If I start one of them in an oscillation, the other does not pick up the 
motion. If! start both together in a small oscillation, they play together 
nicely (Figure 9). 

With a large initial displacement, however, the pendulums don't 
stay together (Figure 10,11). Nor, if we try the experiment over again, 
does either do exactly what it did the first time. I hope this surprises 
you. Before trying to account for it, let's see how we might show 
quantitatively that the repetition isn't exact. We could use a rigidly 
mounted electromagnet to hold the pendulum in a fixed initial posi
tion, to the side. Suppose the switch releasing the pendulum started 
a stroboscopic flash camera, that took photos every 25th of a second. 
On each exposure we could measure the angular deviations from the 
vertical of the upper and lower paris. Then we could proceed to 
compare different trials. This has actually been done. 

In explaining this, I shall introduce a bit of the relevant mathemat
ics. Take a look, for just a moment, at the differential equations of the 
double pendulum (Figure 12). On the lefthand side, on top, you see 
liJ, the angular acceleration of 81, the deviation of the upper pendulum 
from the vertical. And below, on the lefthand side of the second 
equation, you see 82, the angular acceleration of 82. the deviation of 
the lower pendulum from the vertical. 

Figure 12 

g(sin .12 cos(.lt1)- /L sin .1,)- (12 0 l +I, Ui cos(.lt1))sin(.lt1) 
~I 

11 (/L- cos2 (dt1)) 

g/L(sint11 cos(.lt1) -sinii2 )+(/LI1Ui +I,Ul cos(.lil))sin(.lt1) 
~2 

12(/L- cos2(.lil)) 
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Figure a 

Figure 9 

Swing it low - Little Difference 

Photography by Mr. John Bildahl 
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Figure 10 

Figure 11 

Swing it high- Big Difference 
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On the righthand sides you see a number of constants: g, 11. and 
h. the lengths of the two parts of the pendulum; p, the ratio of their 
masses. Also involved are sines and cosines of the two angles, and 
also of their dtfference, 1\.6; these are variables. And two more variables 
are i)Jand Sz, the momentary angular velocities of the upper and lower 
parts of the pendulum. Both lit and 1lz thus depend on four variables, 
e 1 and ez. 1lJ and ih 

The equations are not .soluble; we can't get separate formulas for 
the two angles, as functions of time. But our system at any moment 
depends on the four variables 6t, 62, 6t and ez. In the 1830s William 
Rowan Hamilton proposed representing the evolution of such a system 
in hyperspace, with a number of dimensions equal to the number of 
variables on which the state of the system depends. Then a point in 
this space would correspond to a momentary state of the system, and 
a succession of points, or trajectory, would show how the system 
develops. The space is called phase space. In our case, the space is 
four-dimensional, and you can't visualize it. You can nevertheless 
conceive it without contradiction. In the 1890s Herrrt Potncare under
took to study insoluble, nonlinear differential equations, by examintng 
the ensemble of possible trajectories in phase space. 

In our case, let's consider a few trial runs with our double pendu
lum, say four, and compare the points in phase space at the successive 
moments when the photographs are taken. For a given moment, the 
potnts in the four different trials will not be the same. There will be a 
"distance" between any two of them, and we can get numbers for these 
distances, using the four-dimensional analogue of the Pythagorean 
theorem; that is, we take the square root of the sum of the squares of 

Figure 13 

•• •.. "' 
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the components. In this figure (Figure 13). the experimental separa
tions are plotted for the first half second. The solid line was obtained 
by numerical integration of the differential equations, using two 
slightly different sets of initial conditions. The separations increase on 
the whole. That the separations have downswings at certain places is 
due to the fact that, at the end of each swing, when the lower pendulum 
is starting down again, it pulls down on the upper pendulum, and this 
is a relatively stable situation. 

A statistical study of'these numbers shows that, on the average, 
the separation increases geometrically. Suppose the initial separation 
between two trajectories in phase space is IVCo. Then the separation 
at timet is 

where e is a constant greater than 1, and ).. is a positive constant, 
called Lyapunov's exponent, after the Russian who first discussed its 
import. The separation doesn't just increase by the same additive 
increment in each unit of time, but gets multiplied by the same factor, 
so that the increase is exponential. 

Of course, our data is only for the first half-second. Strictly speak
ing, ).. should be determined as a limit as t goes to infinity. But you 
can't get funding for experiments that long. The chaos is apparent, 
but is it real? How explain it? 

First, however, what does a positive '/.. do to prediction? Recently it 
has been shown that the long-term orbital evolutions of the inner 
plants, Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars, are characterized by posi
tive Lyapunov exponents. For instance, certain perturbations of the 
Earth are in near resonance with its annual motion, in close analogy 
with the case of our perturbed simple pendulum; and the same kind 
of chaos results. Now we never know, with infmite precision, where a 
planet is. By numerical integration it has been shown that initial 
uncertainties for the Earth increase by a factor of 3 every 5 million 
years. An initial error of 15 meters produces an error of 1.5 million 
kilometers after 100 million years. 

Yes, we'll all be dead, but my concern is a theoretical one, about 
the nature of our knowledge. Can we understand a little better what 
this chaos is, and whence it comes? 

Back to phase space and another of Poincare's new techniques. 
Here (Figure 14) is the four-dimensional phase space of our double 
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pendulum, somehow represented in a pseudo-diagram; q1 and qz are 
the coordinates, in our case angles, and PI and pz are the correspond
ing momenta, products of velocity and mass. The presentation of the 
equations of dynamics in terms of the p's and q's is due, once more. 
to William Rowan Hamilton. H, called the Hamiltonian, is the energy 
of the system, expressed in terms of the p's and q's. We'll assume for 
the present argument that His a constant: H=H (pJ. pz, q1. qz) = const. 
In the pseudo-diagram H is represented as a surface; but it is really 
a hypersurface in four-diffiensional space; the pseudo-visualization is 
only to help you identify the terms I am using. 

The constancy of H will allow us to express pz as a function of pJ, 
qJ, and qz: pz = pz(pJ, qJ, qz). We can thus consider the projection of 
any possible trajectory in the four-dimensional phase-space onto a 
three-dimensional volume. That projection will contain all the infor
mation that the four-dimensional trajectory contained. The reduction 
in the number of dimensions brings us back to somethingvisualizable. 

Poincare carrted the process a step further. If the trajectory is 
bounded-doesn't go off to infinity-then its projection in the three
dimensional space will intersect some plane in that space repeatedly, 
say the plane qz = 0 (Figure 15). Such a plane is called a Poincare 
surface of section. What sort of pattem will the intersections make? 

In the 1960s two astronomers, Henon and Heiles, were studying a 
nonlinear differential equation intended to model the motion of a star 
around a galaxy. They used numerical integration to find successive 
intersections of the star's trajectory with a Poincare surface of section. 
When the energy of the system was relatively small, the intersection 
lay on certain distinct curves (Figure 16). With an increase in energy, 
the pattem became this (Figure 1 7). There were still islands where, 
for certain initial conditions, the trajectory remained on nice curves: 

Figure 14 Figure 15 
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but otber trajectories proved to be chaotic, giving seemingly randomly 
placed intersections. When tbe energy was increased still furtber, tbe 
islands disappeared (Figure 18). 

The motion is deterministic; tbat is, given tbe state of tbe system 
at any moment. tbe equation of motion determines its state at tbe 
moments tbat follow. The initial conditions detennine a position and 
a velocity, and tbe equation of motion tben determines an acceleration. 
Given position, velocity, and acceleration, tbere is only one way to go. 
But tbe resulting pattein looks crazy. Again I ask, how should we 
understand tbat? 

Consider a plane of section witb tbe dimensions p and q; suppose 
the successive points of section are confined to the unit square (Figure 
19). A tbeorem in Hamiltonian dynamics says that, if tbe energy of a 
dynamic system remains constant, tbe volume occupied by tbe a!· 
lowed trajectories is also constant. But in truly chaotic dynamics, tbe 
trajectory never retums to the same point, or even to any identifiable 
curve. The volume of allowable patbs gets dispersed, mixed up witb 
bubbles of tbe unallowable. 

Some Russian matbematicians have sought to describe tbis mixing, 
using a cocktail shaker, rum and cola. Sorry, we're stuck witb their 
noxious example. Initially, tbe rum and cola are separate. Mter a few 

Figure 16 

Figure 17 Figure 18 
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shakes, if we imagine the cola as divided up into moderately small 
cells, we find some rum in each cell. Later, the subdivision can be 
made finer and finer, with each cell containtng some rum. This is called 
a mixing transformation. Some dynamical systems have been proved 
to evolve in this way, for instance a gas consisting of spherical elastic 
molecules. Nearby possible trajectories necessarily spread apart, de
focus. But because their energy is finite, they don't go off to infinity, 
but get folded back into 1;he same space. The rule is Stretch and Fold. 
It may be characteristic of chaotic dynamics generally. For illustration, 
I shall present a particular mixing transformation, called the Baker's 
Transformation (Figure 20). 

Let the square, as of it were dough, be first squashed down tnto a 
rectangle twice as long and half as high; then let the right half of it be 
set atop the left half. We get back a square. What happens to a point 
(p,q) within the square? Both p and q are numbers between 0 and l. 
By squashing, all p's are doubled; but then, by the operation of placing 
the right half atop the left half of the rectangle, the p's that became 
greater than 1 are reduced again, by subtraction of the unit 1, to 
numbers between 0 and 1. We can write this: p -> 2p (mod 1). 

As for the q's, if our q was in the left half of the original square, it 
is simply halved: q -> q/2. If it was in the right half, after halving it 
we add 1/2: q -> q/2 + 1/2. 

Figure 19 

Figure 20 

0 0 
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It will be helpful to think about p and q as written in binary notion, 
so that each p and q will be written as, first, a zero, followed by a binary 
point (replacing our decimal point), followed in tum by a string of zeros 
and ones, infinitely long. All numbers between 0 and I can be written 
thus. 0.1 means 1/2, 0.01 means 1/4, 0.001 means 1/8, and so on. 
We use powers of 2 instead of powers of 10. Let our initial p and q be: 

where the letters with subscripts are zeros and ones. Now a neat thing 
about binary notation is that multiplying by 2 just amounts to shifting 
the binary point to the light, whlle dividing by 2 just amounts to 
shifting it to the left. If our initial point was in the left half of the square, 
then PI was 0, and after the squashing, the transformed p will be 

O.p2p3p4 ... 

But the same result holds if our initial point was in the light half of 
the square, for then p 1 was 1, and after the binary point is moved to 
the right, 1 must be subtracted. In successive transformations p will 
become 

and so on. 

What about the q's? If our original point was in the left half of the 
square. then we want thP, halved value of q, which is 

O.Oq1q2qs .... 

I have moved the binary point to the left one place. If our original point 
was in the light half of the square, then q first gets halved, but we 
must add 1 /2 when the light half of the rectangle is put atop the left 
half. Now, in this case PI was 1, which in the first binary place after 
the binary point, means 1/2. So the transformed q can be written 
O.p!q1q2q3 .... Actually, this works for q's in the left half of the original 
square as well, for there p 1 was 0. A little reflection will show you that 
the succession of transformed q's will be 

O.p!q1q2 ... O.p2p1q1q2 .. O.psp2p1q!q2 ... , and so on. 

As the successive pairs of transformed p's and q's emerge, the 
important digits, the digits up front, come from ever farther to the light 
on the original coordinate p. Initially, they looked insignificant. Yet 
however far to the light they were ortginally, they become crucial as 
the returns continue. The sensitivity to initial conditions is infinite. 

Suppose, though it is empirically impossible, that we knew our 
initial p and q exactly. The differential equation for the motion is not 
soluble; our only resource is numerical integration, for which we tum 
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to a high-powered computer. The computer, however high-powered, 
cannot give us the chaotic trajectory precisely. That is because it is a 
finite-state machine. It cannot accept a number expressed by an 
infinite number of digits; it automatically rounds it off. With our p's 
and q's undergoing a mixing transformation, the rounding, after a 
while, will be disastrous; we will lose essential information. Whether 
the p or the q, at some later stage in the succession of transformations, 
starts with a 0 or a 1 will be as uncertain as the toss of a cotn. 

Let me now, by way of conclusion, state some thoughts as to the 
import of noniinear dynamics. 

1. According to Laplace, wrtting in 1814: 

An intelligence that knew, for a given instant, all the forces 
by which nature is animated, and the respective situation of 
all the beings that compose it, if it were vast enough to subject 
these data to analysis, would embrace in a single formula the 
motions of the largest bodies of the universe and of the 
smallest atom; nothing would be uncertain to it, and the 
future, like the past, would be present to its eyes. The human 
mind, in the perfection that it has been able to achieve in 
astronomy, presents a pale image of this intelligence.3 

Laplace is expresstng a universal determinism, which he equates 
with predictability. Such a determinism. presenting the world as a 
closed causal network. has often been taken as a dogma of science; 
but its universalism appears to make the activity of the scientist 
unintelligible. 

Voltaire swallowed the doctrine whole: 

everything [he wrote] is govemed by immutable laws ... 
everything is prearranged ... everything is a necessary effect.. .. 
There are some people who, frightened by this truth allow half 
of it ... There are, they say, events which are necessary and 
others which are not. It would be strange if a part of what 
happens had to happen and another part did not.. .. I neces
sarily must have the passion to write this, and you must have 
the passion to condemn me; we are both equally foolish, both 
toys in the hand of destiny. Your nature is to do ill, mine is 
to love truth, and to publish it in spite of you. 4 

Post-Newtonians, impressed by the success of the new dynamics, 
did not consider that the new methods might prove limited in scope. 

The success of this dynamics was a success in solving linearized 
differential equations. The world was taken to be an integrable system, 
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each variable being finally expressible as a function of time, inde
pendent of the others. So the world would be made up of non-inter
acting Leibnizian monads, each experiencing its own private cinema, 
the harmony between them divinely preestablished. 

This view, I say, was mistaken, because the differential equations 
required to model processes in the real world are mostly nonlinear, 
and most nonlinear differential equations are insoluble. It is from 
insoluble, nonlinear differential equations that dynamical chaos 
arises. Here determinism and predictability part company; Laplace's 
demon, to do what he required of it, would need to compute with 
numbers that it would take an infinity of time to write down. Succes
sive approximations, which are the human way, wouldn't suffice. 

I have spoken so far as if of a closed dynamic system, insulated 
from the rest of the universe. But mixing systems such as I have 
described are hypersensitive to initial conditions, and therefore hy
persensitive to tiny perturbations. The flash of an electron in a distant 
star may affect our mixing system. The intelligence that Laplace 
imagined, however vast, being yet discursive, will suffer from overload. 
If there is a God that knows the future, it is by means inscrutable to 
human reason. 

2. I want now to go beyond chaos. There is more to nonlinear 
science than chaos. As we have seen, the chaos we have been 
concerned with is not simply disorder; it is approached in an orderly 
way; it is describable in a coherent way. Can nonlinear dynamics lead 
to more interesting sorts of order? In fact, in dissipative systems far 
from equilibr1um, new and surprising kinds of order arise. Some of 
these are described in the book by Prigogine and Stengers entitled 
Order Out of Chaos, cited above. 

An example. The Benard instability is due to a vertical temperature 
gradient set up in a horizontal liquid layer. The lower surface is heated 
to a given temperature, higher than that of the upper surface. Thus a 
permanent heat flux arises, from bottom to top, and for a low tem
perature gradient, this occurs by heat conduction alone, while the 

Figure 21 Figure 22 
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liquid remains at rest (Figure 21). But when the imposed gradient of 
temperature reaches a certain threshold value, a convection involving 
the coherent motion of ensembles of molecules is produced. Millions 
of molecules move coherently, forming convection cells of a charac
teristic size (Figure 22). At higher temperature gradients there occur 
periodic fluctuations in temperature and in the spatial arrangement 
of the cells; finally there is turbulent chaos, which, again, is not 
without its order. 

Similar kinds of order arise in dissipative chemical systems. With 
reactants entering and products leaving, the system may organize 
itself spatially, or may come to act like a chemical clock, beating 
rhythmically. Such coherent behaviors on the macroscopic level do 
not appear to be reducible to the dynamics of atoms and molecules. 
We have what may be called emergence. 

3. According to a fairly broad consensus among scientists today, 
living things are among the entities that have so emerged. We are, in 
some sense of the word "are", stardust. Living things are complex, 
dissipative structures, to some extent self-regulating, but maintained 
ultimately by the flux of energy from the sun. If the geological 
time-scale is represented as a thirty-day month, then life appeared in 
the oceans by the fourth day, but became abundant only on the 
twenty-seventh. The first land plants and the first vertebrates ap
peared on the twenty-eighth day; most of human culture appeared 
only in the last thirty seconds. All this, at least up to the last thirty 
seconds, is understandable in terms of evolution by random variation 
and differential reproductive success. 

Living things are not only embedded in the surrounding geological 
world, but by their activities they have altered that world; at an early 
stage, for instance, ancient relatives of present-day algae produced 
the oxygen of the atmosphere. In various degrees, living things have 
a circumscribed autonomy; it is wider for those with homeostasis of 
the blood, wider still for those who can reason before reacting. These 
are beings with desires, aims, purposes. The world lines of such 
semi-autonomous entities, with their separate agendas, may inter
sect. A man goes to the agora, in the case imagined by Aristotle, and 
meets someone who owes him money. Neither planned this encounter; 
it is by chance. Species migrate or spread, encounter one another, 
interact, find new ecological niches. 

A world evolving through chancelike encounters, in which new 
entities emerge in time, including intelligent beings, is unintelligible 
if, with Leibniz or Voltaire or Laplace, we take that world to be an 
integrable system. In an integrable system, the mere reversal of 
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velocities sends time backwards. There is no essential distinction 
between future and past. The smoke can go down the chllnney and 
reconstitute the firewood. 

Why can it not? In the middle of the nineteenth century the law of 
entropy was discovered: in any closed system, a certain mathematical 
function tends to a maximum, and there is thus a fmward direction 
to time, diametrically opposed to the backward direction. This law is 
of everyday use in physi~s and chemistry, to predict the outcome of 
experiments. But it contradicts dynamics, if the world of dynamics is 
an integrable system. Physicists like Boltzmann sought to derive the 
law of entropy from dynamics; irreversibility from reversibility. By the 
1890s it was clear that it couldn't be done; a statistical or probabilistic 
assumption, distinct from the dynamics, was necessary. Chance had 
to be assumed to be real. This is an empirical assumption, warranted 
by experience. Probability theory, at its core, is an empirical science, 
which assumes the future to be different from the past. 

Also toward the end of the nineteenth century, the American 
philosopher C.S. Peirce suggested that the dissipative tendencies of 
entropy could be balanced by the concentrative effects of chance. 
Chance can have an integrative role, in the emergence of new entities 
like us. Thus dissipative processes intertwine with integrative ones. 

Nowhere is this more the case than in the activity most distinctive 
of humans, that of learning and communicating. It is not possible 
without a functioning brain, dependent on a flux of energy; the 
reactions involved are dissipative and therefore irreversible. When we 
learn a Greek paradigm, we change the physiology of the brain. We 
learn not as beings detached and separate from the world, but as parts 
of it, by engaging in activities of exploration, hypothesis, construction, 
testing. Here there is an interplay between chance and reason. And 
this is especially true in learning about nature: such learning requires 
that we enter into a dialogue with nature. Thus I think that Einstein, 
when he sought a vision of the world from totally outside it. and denied 
the reality of time, was mistaken. 

The perspective I am suggesting leads to a new respect for nature, 
of which we are not the overlords but in which we are both embedded 
and emergent. In this perspective, there are no guarantees; we live in 
a chancy world. Nevertheless, a qualified hope is rational. Human 
knowledge increases, not always steadily, sometimes by surprising 
zigzags or even reversals; but the trend is unmistakably incremental. 
It is not a deductive chain. It is a rope, no single strand of which is, 
by itself, of incorrigible strength; but different strands, by pulling 
against one another, constitute a fabric stronger than any of its parts. 
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In this lecture I have sought to signalize a mistake into which 
dynamicists and philosophers of the past three centuries fell, imagin
ing the world to be an integrable system. The biological perspective I 
have been sketching can be a corrective. Our survival depends on 
recognizing and respecting our own complexity and that of the nature 
in which we are both embedded and emergent. 

According to rabbinical commentary, the first word of Genesis, 
Berechit, means not "In thf beginning," but "In a beginning." Twenty
six attempts, say the rabbis, preceded the present Genesis; all ended 
in failure. Holway sheyaanod, exclaimed God as he created the world: 
"Let's hope that this time it works." 

* * * * 

Notes: 

l. Physica 11D (1984). 309-323 (North Holland, Amsterdam). 
2. "Chaos in a Double Pendulum," AmericanJoumal of Physics 60, (June 

1992). 491-99. 
3. P.S. Laplace, EssaiPhilosophique sur Les Probabilites (Paris: Courcier, 

1814). 2-3. 
4. Voltaire, Dictionnaire Philosophique, quoted in I. Prigogine and I. 

Stengers, Order Out of Chaos (New York: Bantam Books, 1984) 257. 

[Note: The foregoing text is identical with the lecture delivered on 7 October 
1994, except for two paragraphs relating to incomputable numbers, which I 
have deleted. Questions raised in the question period by Michael Comenetz led 
me to recognize that these paragraphs were dubious.] 



Tragic Pleasure 
(A lecture on Aristotle's Poetics with excerpts appended) 

Joe Sachs 

Aristotle's Poetics is a much-disdained book. So unpoetic a soul as 
Aristotle's has no business speaking about such a topic, much less 
telling poets how to go about their business. He reduces the drama 
to its language, people say, and the language itself to its least poetic 
element, the story, and then he encourages insensitive readers like 
himself to subject stories to crudely moralistic readings that reduce 
tragedies to the childish proportions of Aesop-fables. Strangely, 
though, the Poetics itself is rarely read with the kind of sensitivity its 
crttics claim to possess, and the thing crttlcized is not the book 
Aristotle wrote but a cartcature of it. Aristotle himself respected 
Homer so much that he personally corrected a copy of the lliad for his 
student Alexander, who carried it all over the world. In his Rhetoric 
(III, xvi, 9), Aristotle crtticizes orators who wrtte exclusively from the 
intellect, rather than from the heart, in the way Sophocles makes 
Antigone speak. Aristotle is often thought of as a logician, but he 
regularly uses the adverb logikos (logically) as a term of reproach 
contrasted with phusikos (naturally or approprtately) to descrtbe 
arguments made by others, or preliminary and inadequate arguments 
of his own. Those who take the trouble to look at the Poetics closely 
will find, I think, a book that treats its topic appropriately and 
naturally, and contains the reflections of a good reader and charac
tertstically powerful thinker. 

The first scandal in the Poetics is the initial marking out of dramatic 
poetry as a form of imitation. We call the poet a creator, and are 
offended at the suggestion that he might be merely some sort of 
recording device. As the painter's eye teaches us how to look and 
shows us what we never saw, the dramatist presents things that never 
existed until he imagined them, and makes us experience worlds we 

This lecture was delivered at Santa Fe and at Annapolis in the Summer of 1994. It 
could not have been written without a number of things I learned from Bill O'Grady, 
both before and after his death. The memory of things he said is still a living guide 
to learning. -J.S. Joe Sachs is a tutor at St. John's College, Annapolis. 
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could never have found the way to on our own. But Aristotle has no 
intention to diminish the poet. and in fact says the same thing I just said, 
in making the point that poetry is more philosophic than history. By 
imitation, Aristotle does not mean the sort of mimicry by which Aristo
phanes, say, finds syllables that approximate the sound of frogs. He is 
speaking of the imitation of action, and by action (praxis) he does not 
mean mere happenings. Aristotle speaks extensively of praxis in the 
Nicomachean Ethics. It is ,not a word he uses loosely, and in fact his 
use of it in the definition of tragedy recalls the discussion in the Ethics. 

Action, as Aristotle uses the word, refers only to what is deliberately 
chosen, and capable of finding completion in the achievement of some 
purpose. Animals and young children do not act in this sense, and 
action is not the whole of the life of any of us. The poet must have an 
eye for the emergence of action in human life, and a sense for the 
actions that are worth paying attention to. They are not present in 
the world in such a way that a video camera could detect them. An 
intelligent, feeling, shaping human soul must find them. By the same 
token, the action of the drama itself is not on the stage. It takes form 
and has its being in the imagination of the spectator. The actors speak 
and move and gesture, but it is the poet who speaks through them, 
from imagination to imagination, to present to us the thing that he 
has made. Because that thing he makes has the form of an action, it 
has to be seen and held together just as actively and attentively by us 
as by him. The imitation is the thing that is re-produced, in us and 
for us, by his art. This is a powerful kind of human communication, 
and the thing imitated is what defines the human realm. If no one 
had the power to imitate action, life might just wash over us without 
leaving any trace. 

How do I know that Aristotle intends the imitation of action to be 
understood in this way? in De Anima, he distinguishes three kinds 
of perception (II, 6; III, 3). There is the perception of proper sensi
bles----colors, sounds, tastes and so on; these lie on the surfaces of 
things and can be mimicked directly for sense perception. But there 
is also perception of common sensibles, available to more than one of 
our senses, as shape is grasped by both sight and touch, or number 
by all five senses; these are distinguished by imagination, the power 
in us that is shared by the five senses, and in which the circular shape, 
for instance, is not dependent on sight or touch alone. These common 
sensibles can be mimicked in various ways, as when I draw a messy, 
meandering ridge of chalk on a blackboard, and your imagination 
grasps a circle. Finally, there is the perception of that of which the 
sensible qualities are attributes, the thing-the son of Oiares, for 
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example; it is this that we ordinarily mean by perception, and while 
its object always has an image in the imagination, it can only be 
distinguished by intellect, nous (IJI,4), Skilled mimics can imitate 
people we know, by voice, gesture, and so on, and here already we 
must engage intelligence and imagination together. The dramatist 
imitates things more remote from the eye and ear than familiar people. 
Sophocles and Shakespeare, for example, imitate repentance and 
forgiveness, true instances of action in Aristotle's sense of the word, 
and we need all the human powers to recognize what these poets put 
before us. So the mere phrase imitation of an action is packed with 
meaning, available to us as soon as we ask what an action is, and how 
the image of such a thing might be perceived. 

Aristotle does understand tragedy as a development out of the 
child's mimicry of animal noises, but that is in the same way that he 
understands philosophy as a development out of our enjoyment of 
sightseeing (Metaphysics I, 1). In each of these developments there is 
a vast array of possible intermediate stages, but just as philosophy is 
the ultimate form of the tnnate desire to know, tragedy is considered 
by Aristotle the ultimate form of our innate delight in imitation. His 
beloved Homer saw and achieved the most important possibilities of 
the imitation of human action, but it was the tragedians who refined 
and intensified the form of that imitation, and discovered its perfection. 

A work is a tragedy, Aristotle tells us, only if it arouses pity and 
fear. Why does he single out these two passions? Some interpreters 
think he means them only as examples-pity and fear and other 
passions like that-but I am not among those loose constructionists. 
Aristotle does use a word that means passions of that sort (toiouta), 
but I think he does so only to indicate that pity and fear are not 
themselves things subject to identification with pin point precision, 
but that each refers to a range of feeling. It is just the feelings in those 
two ranges, however, that belong to tragedy. Why? Why shouldn't 
one tragedy arouse pity and joy, say, and another fear and cruelty? 
In various places, Aristotle says that it is the mark of an educated 
person to know what needs explanation and what doesn't. He does 
not try to prove that there is such a thing as nature, or such a thing 
as motion, though some people deny both. Likewise, he understands 
the recognition of a special and powerful form of drama built around 
pity and fear as the beginning of an inquiry, and spends not one word 
jusW'ying that restriction. We, however, can see better why he starts 
there by trying out a few simple alternatives. 

Suppose a drama aroused pity in a powerful way, but aroused no 
fear at all. This is an easily recognizable dramatic form, called a 
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tear-jerker. The name is meant to disparage this sort of drama, but 
why? Imagine a well-written, well made play or movie that depicts the 
losing struggle of a likable central character. We are moved to have a 
good cry, and are afforded either the relief of a happy ending, or the 
realistic desolation of a sad one. In the one case the tension built up 
along the way is released within the experience of the work itself; in 
the other it passes off as we leave the theater, and readjust our feelings 
to the fact that it was, after all, only make-believe. What is wrong with 
that? There is always pleasure in strong emotion, and the theater is 
a harmless place to indulge it. We may even come out feeling good 
about being so compassionate. But Dostoyevski depicts a character 
who loves to cry in the theater, not noticing that while she wallows in 
her warm feelings her coach driver is shivering outside. She has 
daydreams about relieving suffering humanity, but does nothing to 
put that vague desire to work. If she is typical, then the tear-jerker is 
a dishonest form of drama, not even a harmless diversion but an 
encouragement to lie to oneself. 

Well then, let's consider the opposite experiment, in which a drama 
arouses fear in a powerful way, but arouses little or no pity. This is 
again a readily recognizable dramatic form, called the horror story, or 
in a recent fashion, the mad-slasher movie. The thrill of fear is the 
primary object of such amusements, and the story altemates between 
the build-up of apprehension and the shock of violence. Again, as with 
the tear-jerker, it doesn't much matter whether it ends happily or with 
uneasiness, or even with one last shock, so indetenninate is its form. 
And while the tear-jerker gives us an illusion of compassionate 
delicacy, the unrestrained shock drama obviously has the effect of 
coarsening feeling. Genuine human pity could not coexist with the 
so-called graphic effects these films use to keep scaring us. The 
attraction of this kind of amusement is again the thrill of strong feeling, 
and again the price of indulging the desire for that thrill may be high. 

Let us consider a milder form of the drama built on arousing fear. 
There are stories in which fearsome things are threatened or done by 
characters who are in the end defeated by means similar to, orin some 
way equivalent to, what they dealt out. The fear is relieved in venge
ance, and we feel a satisfaction that we might be inclined to call justice. 
To work on the level of feeling, though, justice must be understood as 
the exact inverse of the crime-doing to the offender the sort of thing 
he did or meant to do to others. The imagination of evil then becomes 
the measure of good, or at least of the restoration of order. The 
satisfaction we feel in the vicarious infliction of pain or death is nothing 
but a thin veil over the very feelings we mean to be punishing. This is 
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a successful dramatic formula, arousing in us destructive desires that 
are fun to feel. along with the self-righteous illusion that we are really 
superior to the character who displays them. The playwright who 
makes us feel that way will probably be popular, but he is a menace. 

We have looked at three kinds of non-tragedy that arouse passions 
in a destructive way. and we could add others. There are potentially 
as many kinds as there are passions and combinations of passions. 
That suggests that the theater is just an arena for the manipulation 
of passions in ways that are pleasant in the short run and at least 
reckless to pursue repeatedly. At worst. the drama could be seen as 
dealing in a kind of addiction, which it both produces and holds the 
only remedy for. But we have not yet tried to talk about the combina
tion of passions characteristic of tragedy. 

When we tum from the sort of examples I have given, to the 
acknowledged examples of tragedy, we find ourselves in a different 
world. The tragedians I have in mind are five: Aeschylus, Sophocles, 
and Euripides; Shakespeare, who differs from them only in time; and 
Homer, who differs from them somewhat more, in the form in which 
he composed, but shares with them the things that matter most. I 
could add other authors, such as Dostoyevski, who wrote stories of 
the tragic kind in much looser literary forms, but I want to keep the 
focus on a small number of clear paradigms. 

When we look at a tragedy we find the chorus in Antigone telling 
us what a strange thing a human being is, passing beyond all 
boundaries (lines 332 ff.). or King Lear asking if man is no more than 
this, a poor, bare, forked animal (Ill, iv. 97ff.). or Macbeth protesting 
to his wife "I dare do all that may become a man; who dares do more 
is none" (I. vii, 46-7). or Oedipus taunting Teiresias with the fact that 
divine art was of no use against the Sphinx, but only Oedipus' own 
human ingenuity (Oedipus Tyrannus 390-98). or Agamenmon, resist
ing walking home on tapestries, saying to his wife "I tell you to revere 
me as a man, not a god" (925), or Cadmus in the Bacchae saying "I 
am a man, nothing more" ( 199). while Dionysus tells Pentheus "You 
do not know what you are" (506), or Patroclus telling Achmes "Peleus 
was not your father nor Thetis your mother, but the gray sea bore you, 
and the toweling rocks, so hard is your heart" (lliadXVl, 33-5). I could 
add more examples of this kind by the dozen, and your memories will 
supply others. Tragedy seems always to involve testing or finding the 
limits of what is human. This is no mere orgy of strong feeling, but a 
highly focussed way of bringing our powers to bear on the image of 
what is human as such. I suggest that Aristotle is light in saying that 
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the powers which first of all bring this human image to sight for us 
are pity and fear. 

It is obvious that the authors in our examples are not just putting 
things in front of us to make us cry or shiver or gasp. The feelings 
they arouse are subordinated to another effect. Aristotle begins by 
saying that tragedy arouses pity and fear in such a way as to culrrtinate 
in a cleansing of those passions, the famous catharsis. The word is 
used by Aristotle only the .once, in his preliminary definition of tragedy. 
I think this is because its role is taken over later in the Poetics by 
another, more positive, word, but the idea of catharsis is important in 
itself, and we should consider what it rrtight mean. 

First of all, the tragic catharsis rrtight be a purgation. Fear can 
obviously be an insidious thing that underrrtines life and poisons it 
with anxiety. It would be good to flush this feeling from our systems, 
bring it into the open, and clear the air. This may explain the appeal 
of horror movies, that they redirect our fears toward something 
external, grotesque, and finally ridiculous, in order to puncture them. 
On the other hand, fear rrtight have a secret allure, so that what we 
need to purge is the desire for the thrill that comes with fear. The 
horror movie also provides a safe way to indulge and satisfY the longing 
to feel afraid, and go home afterward satisfied; the desire is purged, 
temporarily, by being fed. Our souls are so many-headed that oppo· 
site satisfactions may be felt at the same time, but I think these two 
really are opposite. In the first sense of purgation, the horror movie 
is a kind of medicine that does its work and leaves the soul healthier, 
while in the second sense it is a potentially addictive drug. Either 
explanation may account for the popularity of these movies among 
teenagers, since fear is so much a fact of that time of life. For those of 
us who are older, the tear-jerker may have more appeal, offering a way 
to purge the regrets of our lives in a sentimental outpouring of pity. As 
with fear, this purgation too may be either medicinal or drug-like. 

This idea of purgation, in its various forms, is what we usually mean 
when we call something cathartic. People speak of watching football, 
or boxing, as a catharsis of violent urges, or call a shouting match 
with a friend a useful catharsis of buried resentment. This is a 
practical purpose that drama may also serve, but it has no particular 
connection with beauty or truth; to be good in this purgative way, a 
drama has no need to be good in any other way. No one would be 
tempted to confuse the feeling at the end of a horror movie with what 
Aristotle calls "the tragic pleasure," nor to call such a movie a tragedy. 
But the English word catharsis does not contain everything that is in 
the Greek word. Let us look at other things it rrtight mean. 
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Catharsis in Greek can mean purification. While purging some
thing means getting rid of it, purifying something means getting rid of 
the worse or baser parts ofit. It is possible that tragedy purifies the 
feelings themselves offear and pity. These arise in us in crude ways, 
attached to all sorts of objects. Perhaps the poet educates our 
sensibilities, our powers to feel and be moved, by refming them and 
attaching them to less easily discernible objects. There is a line in The 
Wasteland, "I will show you fear in a handful of dust." Alfred Hitchcock 
once made us all feel a little shudder when we took showers. The poetic 
imagination is limited only by its skill, and can tum any object into a 
focus for any feeling. I suppose some people tum to poetry to find 
delicious and exquisite new ways to feel old feelings, and consider 
themselves to enter in that way into a purified state. I have heard it 
argued that this sort of thing is what tragedy and the tragic pleasure are 
all about, but it doesn't match up with my experience. Sophocles does 
make me fear and pity human knowledge when I watch the Oedipus 
Tyrranus, but this is not a refinement of those feelings but a discovery 
that they belong to a surprising object. Sophocles is not training my 
feelings, but using them to show me something worthy of wonder. 

I believe that the word catharsis drops out of the Poetics because 
the word wonder, to thaumaston, replaces it, first in chapter 9, where 
Aristotle argues that pity and fear arise most of all where wonder does, 
and fmally in chapters 24 and 25, where he singles out wonder as the 
aim of the poetic art itself, into which the aim of tragedy in particular 
merges. Ask yourself how you feel at the end of a tragedy. You have 
witnessed horrible things and felt painful feelings, but the mark of 
tragedy is that it brings you out the other side. Aristotle's use of the 
word catharsis is not a technical reference to purgation or purification 
but a beautiful metaphor for the peculiar tragic pleasure, the feeling 
of being washed or cleansed. 

The tragic pleasure is a paradox. As Aristotle says, in a tragedy, a 
happy ending doesn't make us happy. At the end of the play the stage 
is often littered with bodies, and we feel cleansed by it all. Are we like 
Clytenmestra, who says she rejoiced when spattered by her husband's 
blood, like the earth in a spring rain (Agamemnon 1389-92)? Are we 
like !ago, who has to see a beautiful life destroyed to feel better about 
himself (Othello V, i, 18-20)? We all feel a certain glee in the bringing 
low of the mighty, but this is in no way similar to the feeling of being 
washed in wonderment. The closest thing I know to the feeling at the 
end of a tragedy is the one that comes with the sudden, unexpected 
appearance of something beautiful. In a famous essay on beauty 
(Ennead I, tractate 6), Plotinus says two things that seem true to me: 
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"Clearly [beauty] is something detected at a first glance, something 
that the soul...recognizes, gives welcome to, and, in a way, fuses with" 
(O'Brien translation, beginning sec. 2). What is the effect on us of this 
recognition? Plotinus says that in every instance it is "an astonishment, 
a delicious wonderment" (end sec. 4). Aristotle is insistent that a 
tragedy must be whole and one, because only in that way can it be 
beautiful, while he also ascribes the superiority of tragedy over epic 
poetry to its greater unity and concentration (ch. 26). Tragedy is not 
just a dramatic form in which some works are beautiful and others not; 
tragedy is itself a species of beauty. All tragedies are beautiful. 

By following Aristotle's lead, we have now found five marks of 
tragedy: (1) it imitates an action, (2) it arouses pity and fear, (3) it 
displays the human image as such, (4) it ends in wonder, and (5) it 
is inherently beautiful. We noticed earlier that it is action that 
characterizes the distinctively human realm, and it is reasonable that 
the depiction of an action might show us a human being in some 
defmitive way, but what do pity and fear have to do with that showing? 
The answer is, I think, everything. 

F1rst, let us consider what tragic pity consists in. The word pity 
tends to have a bad name these days, and to imply an attitude of 
condescension that diminishes its object. This is not a matter of the 
meanings of words, or even of changing attitudes. It belongs to pity 
itself to be two-sided, since any feeling of empathy can be given a 
perverse twist by the recognition that it is not oneself but another with 
whom one is feeling a shared pain. One of the most empathetic 
characters in all literature is Edgar in King Lear. He describes himself 
truly as "a most poor man, made tame to fortune's blows,/ Who, by 
the art of known and feeling sorrows,/ Am pregnant to good pity" (IV, 
vi, 217-19). Two of his lines spoken to his father are powerful evidence 
of the insight that comes from suffering oneself and taking on the 
suffering of others: "Thy life's a miracle" (IV, vi, 55), he says, and 
"Ripeness is all" (V, ii, 11), trying to help his father see that life is still 
good and death is not something to be sought. Yet in the last scene 
of the play this same Edgar voices the stupidest words ever spoken in 
any tragedy, when he concludes that his father just got what he 
deserved when he lost his eyes, since he had once committed adultery 
(V, iii, 171-4). Having witnessed the play, we know that Gloucester 
lost his eyes because he chose to help Lear, when the kingdom had 
become so corrupt that his act of kindness appeared as a walking fire 
in a dark world (III, iv, 107). There is a chain of effects from 
Gloucester's adultery to his mutilation, but it is not a sequence that 
reveals the true cause of that horror. The wholeness of action that 
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Shakespeare shapes for us shows that Gloucester's goodness, dis
played in a courageous, deliberate choice, and not his weakness many 
years earlier, cost him his eyes. Edgar ends by giving in to the 
temptation to moralize, to chase after the "fatal flaw" which is no part 
of tragedy, and loses his capacity to see straight. 

This suggests that holding on to proper pity leads to seeing straight, 
and that seems exactly right. But what is proper pity? There is a way 
of missing the mark that js opposite to condescension, and that is the 
excess of pity called sentimentality. There are people who use the word 
sentimental for any display of feeling, or any taking seriously of feeling, 
but their attitude is as blind as Edgar's. Sentimentality is inordinate 
feeling, feeling that goes beyond the source that gives rise to it. The 
woman in Dostoyevski's novel who loves pitying for its own sake is an 
example of this vice. But between Edgar's moralizing and her gushing 
there is a range of appropriate pity. Pity is one of the instruments by 
which a poet can show us what we are. We pity the loss of Gloucester's 
eyes because we know the value of eyes, but more deeply, we pity the 
violation of Gloucester's decency, and in so doing we feel the truth that 
without such decency, and without respect for it, there is no human 
life. Shakespeare is in control here, and the feeling he produces does 
not give way in embarrassment to moral judgment, nor does it make 
us wallow mindlessly in pity because it feels so good; the pity he 
arouses in us shows us what is precious in us, in the act of its being 
violated in another. 

Since every boundary has two sides, the human image is delineated 
also from the outside, the side of the things that threaten it. This is 
shown to us through the feeling offear. As Aristotle says twice in the 
Rhetoric, what we pity in others, we fear for ourselves (11.5 1382b 26, 
II.S 1386a 27). In our mounting fear that Oedipus will come to know 
the truth about himself, we feel that something of our own is threat
ened. Tragic fear, exactly like tragic pity, and either preceding it or 
simultaneous with it, shows us what we are and are unwilling to lose. 
It makes no sense to say that Oedipus' passion for truth is a flaw, 
since that is the very quality that makes us afraid on his behalf. 
Tragedy is never about flaws, and it is only the silliest of rnistransla
tions that puts that claim in Aristotle's mouth. Tragedy is about 
central and indispensable human attributes, disclosed to us by the 
pity that draws us toward them and the fear that makes us recoil from 
what threatens them. 

Because the suffering of the tragic figure displays the boundaries 
of what is human, every tragedy carries the sense of universality. 
Oedipus or Antigone or Lear or Othello is somehow every one of us, 
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only more so. But the mere mention of these names makes it obvious 
that they are not generalized characters, but altogether particular. 
And il we did not feel that they were genuine individuals. they would 
have no power to engage our emotions. It is by their particulality that 
they make their marks on us, as though we had encountered them in 
the flesh. It is only through the particulality of our feelings that our 
bonds with them emerge. What we care for and chelish makes us pity 
them and fear for them, ;md thereby the reverse also happens: our 
feelings of pity and fear make us recognize what we care for and 
chelish. When the tragic figure is destroyed it is a piece of ourselves 
that is lost. Yet we never feel desolation at the end of a tragedy, 
because what is lost is also, by the very same means, found. I am not 
trying to make a paradox, but to desclibe a marvel. It is not so strange 
that we learn the worth of something by losing it; what is astonishing 
is what the tragedians are able to achieve by making use of that 
common expelience. They lilt it up into a state of wonder. 

Within our small group of exemplary poetic works, there are two 
that do not have the tragic form, and hence do not concentrate all their 
power into putting us in a state of wonder, but also depict the state 
of wonder among their characters and contain speeches that reflect 
on it. They are Homer's Iliad and Shakespeare's Tempest. (Inciden
tally, there is an excellent small book called Woe or Wonder, the 
Emotional Effect of Shakespearean Tragedy, by J. V. Cunningham. 
that demonstrates the continuity of the traditional understanding of 
tragedy from Arts toile to Shakespeare.) The first poem in our literary 
helitage, and Shakespeare's last play, both belong to a conversation 
of which Artstotle's Poetics is the most prominent part. 

In both the Iliad and the Tempest there are characters with arts 
that in some ways resemble that of the poet. It is much noticed that 
Prospera's farewell to his art coincides with Shakespeare's own, but 
it may be less obvious that Homer has put into the Iliad a partial 
representation of himself. But the last 150 lines of Book XVIII of the 
Iliad desclibe the making of a work of art by Hephaestus. I will not 
consider here what is depicted on the shield of Achilles, but only the 
meaning in the poem of the shield itself. In Book XVIII, Achilles has 
realized what mattered most to him when it is too late. The Greeks 
are dliven back to their ships, as Achilles had prayed they would be, 
and know that they are lost without him. "But what pleasure is this 
to me now," he says to his mother, "when my beloved fliend is dead, 
Patroclus, whom I chelished beyond all fliends, as the equal of my 
own soul; I am bereft of him" (80-82). Those last words, as our dean 
once pointed out in a lecture, also mean "I have killed him." In his 
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desolation, Achilles has at last chosen to act. "I will accept my doom," 
he says (115). Thetis goes to Hephaestus because. in spite of his 
resolve, Achilles has no armor in which to meet his fate. She tells her 
son's story, concluding "he is lying on the ground, anguishing at heart" 
(461). Her last word, anguishing, acheuon. is built on Achilles' name. 

Now listen to what Hephaestus says in reply: ''Take courage, and 
do not Jet these things distress you in your heart. Would that I had 
the power to hide him fqr away from death and the sounds of grief 
when grim fate comes to him, but I can see that beautiful armor 
surrounds him, of such a kind that many people, one after another, 
who look on it, will wonder" (463-67). Is it not evident that this source 
of wonder that surrounds Achilles, that takes the sting from his death 
even in a mother's heart, is the iliad itself? But how does the iliad 
accomplish this? 

Let us shift our attention for a moment to the Tempest. The 
character Alonso, in the power of the magician Prospero, spends the 
length of the play in the illusion that his son has drowned. To have 
him alive again, Alonso says, "I wish/ Myself were mudded in that oozy 
bed/ Where my son lies" (V, i, 150-2). But he has already been there 
for three hours in his imagination; he says earlier "my son i' th' ooze 
is bedded; and/ I'll seek him deeper than e'er plummet sounded/ And 
with him there lie mudded" (III, iii, 100-2). What is this muddy ooze? 
It is Alonso's grief, and his regret for exposing his son to danger, and 
his self-reproach for his own past crime against Prospero and 
Prospero's baby daughter, which made his son a just target for divine 
retribution; the ooze is Alonso's repentance, which feels futile to him 
since it only comes after he has lost the thing he cares most about. 
But the spirit Ariel sings a song to Alonso's son: "Full fathom five thy 
father lies; I Of his bones are coral made; I Those are pearls that were 
his eyes;/ Nothing of him that doth fade/ But doth suffer a sea 
change/ Into something rich and strange" (I, ii, 397-402). Alonso's 
grief is aroused by an illusion, an imitation of an action, but his 
repentance is real, and is slowly transforming him into a different man. 
Who is this new man? Let us take counsel from the "honest old 
councilor" Gonzalo, who always has the clearest sight in the play. He 
tells us that on this voyage, when so much seemed lost, every traveller 
found himself "When no man was his own" (V, i, 206-13). The 
something rich and strange into which Alonso changes is himself, as 
he was before his life took a wrong tum. Prospero's magic does no 
more than arrest people in a potent illusion; in his power they are "knit 
up/ ln their distractions" (III, iii, 89-90). When released, he says, "they 
shall be themselves" (V, i, 32). 
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On virtually every page of the Tempest, the word wonder appears, 
or else some synonym for it. Miranda's name is Latin for wonder, her 
favorite adjective brave seems to mean both good and out-of-the-or
dinary, and the combination rich and strange means the same. What 
is wonder? J. V. Cunningham describes it in the book I mentioned as 
the shocked limit of all feeling, in which fear, sorrow, and joy can all 
merge. There is some truth in that, but it misses what is wonderful or 
wondrous about wonder. ,.It suggests that in wonder our feelings are 
numbed and we are left llmp, wrung dry of all emotion. But wonder 
is itself a feeling, the one to which Miranda is always giving voice, the 
powerful sense that what is before one is both strange and good. 
Wonder does not numb the other feelings; what it does is dislodge 
them from their habitual moorings. The experience of wonder is the 
disclosure of a sight or thought or image that fits no habitual context 
of feeling or understanding, but grabs and holds us by a power 
borrowed from nothing apart from itself. The two things that Plotinus 
says characterize beauty, that the soul recognizes it at first glance and 
spontaneously gives welcome to it, equally describe the experience of 
wonder. The beautiful always produces wonder, if it is seen as 
beautiful. and the sense of wonder always sees beauty. 

But are there really no wonders that are ugly? The monstrosities 
that used to be exhibited in circus side shows are wonders too, are 
they not? In the Tempest, three characters think first of all of such 
spectacles when they lay eyes on Cali ban (II, ii, 28-31; V, i, 263-6), 
but they are incapable of wonder, since they think they know every
thing that matters already. A fourth character in the same batch, who 
is drunk but not insensible, gives way at the end of Act II to the sense 
that this is not just someone strange and deformed, nor just a useful 
servant, but a brave monster. But Stephana is not, I think, like the 
holiday fools who pay to see monstrosities like two-headed calves or 
exotic sights like wild men of Borneo. I recall an aquarium somewhere 
in Europe that had on display an astoundingly ugly catfish. People 
came casually up to its tank, were startled, made noises of disgust, 
and turned away. Even to be arrested before such a sight feels in some 
way perverse and has some conflict in the feeling it arouses, as when 
we stare at the victims of a car wreck. The sight of the ugly or 
disgusting, when it is felt as such, does not have the settled repose or 
willing surrender that are characteristic of wonder. "Wonder is sweet," 
as Aristotle says (Poetics 1460 a 18). 

This sweet contemplation of something outside us is exactly oppo
site to Alonso's painful immersion in his own remorse, but in every 
other respect he is a model of the spectator of a tragedy. We are in 
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the power of another for awhile, the sight of an illusion works real and 
durable changes in us, we merge into something rich and strange, and 
what we find by being absorbed in the image of another is ourselves. 
As Alonso is shown a mirror of his soul by Prospera, we are shown a 
mirror of ourselves in Alonso, but in that mirror we see ourselves as 
we are not in witnessing the Tempest, but in witnessing a tragedy. 
The Tempest is a beautiful play, suffused with wonder as well as with 
reflections on wonder, bu,t it holds the intensity of the tragic experience 
at a distance. Homer, on the other hand, has pulled off a feat even 
more astounding than Shakespeare's, by imitating the experience of 
a spectator of tragedy within a story that itself works on us as a 
tragedy. 

In Book XXN of the lliad, forms of the word thambos, amazement, 
occur three times in three lines (482-4), when Priam suddenly appears 
in the hut of Achilles and "kisses the terrible man-slaughtering hands 
that killed Ws many sons" (4 78-9), but this is only the prelud< to the 
true wonder. Achilles and Priam cry together, each for his ow grief, 
as each has cried so often before, but this time a miracle happens. 
Achilles' grief is transformed into satisfaction, and cleansed from his 
chest and his hands (513-14). This is all the more remarkable, since 
Achilles has for days been repeatedly trying to take out his raging grief 
on Hector's dead body. The famous first word of the Iliad, menis, 
wrath, has come back at the beginning of Book XXN in the participle 
meneatnon (22), a constant condition that Lattimore translates well 
as "standing fury." But all tills hardened rage evaporates in one 
lamentation, just because Achilles shares it with his enemy's father. 
Hermes had told Priam to appeal to Achilles in the names of his father, 
his mother, and his child, "tn order to stir his heart" (466-7), but 
Priam's focussed misery goes straight to Achilles' heart without dilut
ing the effect. The first words out of Priam's mouth are "remember 
your father" (486). Your father deserves pity, Priam says, so "pity me/ 
with him in mind, since I am more pitiful even than he;/ I have dared 
what no other mortal on earth ever dared,/ to stretch out my lips to 
the hand of the man who murdered my children" (503-6). 

Achilles had been pitying Patroclus, but mainly himself, but the 
feeling to which Priam has directed him now is exactly the same as 
tragic pity. Achilles is looking at a human being who has chosen to 
go to the limits of what is humanly possible to search for something 
that matters to him. The wonder of this sight takes Achilles out of his 
self-pity, but back into himself as a son and as a sharer of human 
misery itself. All Ws old longings for glory and revenge fall away, since 
they have no place in the sight in which he is now absorbed. For the 
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moment, the beauty of Priam's terrible action re-makes the world, and 
determines what matters and what doesn't. The feeling in this mo
ment out of time is fragile, and Achilles feels it threatened by tragic 
fear. In the strange fusion of this scene, what Achilles fears is himself; 
"don't irritate me any longer now, old man," he says when Priam tries 
to hurry along the return of Hector's body, "don't stir up my heart in 
its griefs any more now,/ lest I not spare even you yourself' (560, 
568-9). Finally, after they. share a meal, they just look at each other. 
"Priam wondered at Achilles,/ at how big he was and what he was like, 
for he seemed equal to the gods,/ but Achilles wondered at Trojan 
Priam./ looking on the worthy sight of him and hearing his story" 
(629-32). In the grip of wonder they do not see enemies. They see 
truly. They see the beauty in two men who have lost almost every
thing. They see a son a father should be proud of and a father a son 
should revere. 

The action of the iliad stretches from Achilles' deliberate choice to 
remove himself from the war to his deliberate choice to return Hector's 
body to Priam. The passion of the iliad moves from anger through pity 
and fear to wonder. Priam's wonder lifts him for a moment out of the 
misery he is enduring, and permits him to see the cause of that misery 
as still something good. Achilles' wonder is similar to that of Priam, 
since Achilles too sees the cause of his anguish in a new light, but in 
his case this takes several steps. When Priam first appears in his hut, 
Homer compares the amazement this produces to that with which 
people look at a murderer who has fled from his homeland (480-84). 
This is a strange compartson, and it recalls the even stranger fact 
disclosed one book earlier that Patroclus, whom everyone speaks of 
as gentle and kindhearted (esp. XVII, 670-71), who gives his life 
because he cannot bear to see his friends destroyed to satisfY Achilles' 
anger, this same Patroclus began his life as a murderer in his own 
country, and came to Achilles' father Peleus for a second chance at 
life. When Achilles remembers his father, he is remembering the man 
whose kindness brought Patroclus into his life, so that his tears, now 
for his father, now again for Patroclus (XXN, 511-12), merge into a 
single grief. But the old man crying with him is a father too, and 
Achilles' tears encompass Priam along with Achilles' own loved ones. 
Finally, since Priam is crying for Hector, Achilles' griefincludes Hector 
himself, and so it turns his earlier anguish inside out. If Priam is like 
Achilles' father, then Hector must come to seem to Achilles to be like 
a brother, or to be like himself. 

Achilles cannot be brought to sucb a reflection by reasoning, nor 
do the feelings in which he has been embroiled take him in that 
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direction. Only Priam succeeds in unlocking Achilles' heart, and he 
does so by an action, by kissing his hand. From the beginning of Book 
XVIII (23, 27, 33). Achilles' hands are referred to over and over and 
over, as he uses them to pour dirt on his head, to tear his hair, and 
to kill every Trojan he can get his hands on. Hector, who must go up 
against those hands, is mesmerized by them; they are like a fire, he 
says, and repeats it. "His hands seem like a fire" (XX, 371-2). After 
Priam kisses Achilles' h'}nd, and afier they cry together, Homer tells 
us that the desire for lamentation went out of Achilles' chest and out 
of his hands (XXIV, 514). His murderous, man-slaughtering hands 
are stilled by a grief that finally has no enemy to take itself out on. 
When, in Book XVIII, Achilles had accepted his doom (115), it was part 
of a bargain; "I will lie still when I am dead," he had said, "but now I 
must win splendid glory" (121). But at the end of the poem, Achilles 
has lost interest in glory. He is no longer eaten up by the desire to be 
lifted above Hector and Priam, but comes to rest in just looking at 
them for what they are. Homer does surround Achilles in armor that 
takes the sting from his misery and from his approaching death, by 
working that misery and death into the wholeness of the iliad. But 
the iliad is, as Aristotle says, the prototype of tragedy; it is not a poem 
that aims at conferring glory but a poem that bestows the gift of wonder. 

Like Alonso in the Tempest, Achilles ultimately fmds himself. Of 
the two, Achilles is the closer model of the spectator of a tragedy, 
because Alonso plunges deep into remorse before he is brought back 
into the shared world. Achilles is lifted directly out of himself, into the 
shared world, in the act of wonder, and sees his own image in the 
sorrowing father in front of him. This is exactly what a tragedy does 
to us, and exactly what we experience in looking at Achilles. In his 
loss, we pity him. In his fear of himself, on Priam's behalf, we fear for 
him, that he might lose his new-won humanity. In his capacity to be 
moved by the wonder of a suffering fellow human, we wonder at him. 
At the end of the iliad, as at the end of every tragedy, we are washed 
in the beauty of the human image, which our pity and our fear have 
brought to sight. The five marks of tragedy that we learned of from 
Aristotle's Poetics-that it imitates an action, arouses pity and fear, 
displays the human image as such, ends in wonder, and is inherently 
beautiful-give a true and powerful account of the tragic pleasure. 

* * * * * 
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Excerpts from Aristotle's Poetics 

Ch. 6 A tragedy is an imitation of an action that is serious and has 
a wholeness in its extent, in language that is pleasing (though in 
distinct ways in its different parts), enacted rather than narrated, 
culminating, by means of pity and fear, in the cleansing of these 
passions ... So tragedy is "1" imitation not of people, but of action, life, 
and happiness or unhappiness, while happiness and unhappiness 
have their being in activity, and come to completion not in a quality 
but in some sort ofaction ... Therefore it is deeds and the story that are 
the end at which tragedy alms, and in all things the end is what 
matters most...So the source that governs tragedy in the way that the 
soul governs life is the story. 1149b23ff 

Ch. 7 An extended whole is that which has a beginning, middle 
and end. But a beginning is something which, in itself, does not need 
to be after anything else, while something else naturally is the case or 
comes about after it; and an end is its contrary, something which in 
itself is of such a nature as to be after something else, either neces
sarily or for the most part, but to have nothing else after it...lt is 
therefore needful that well-put-together stories not begin from just 
anywhere at random, nor end just anywhere at random ... And beauty 
resides in size and order ... the oneness and wholeness of the beautiful 
thing being present all at once in contemplation .. .in stories, just as in 
human organizations and in living things. 1450b25ff 

Ch. 8 A story is not one, as some people think, just because it is 
about one person ... And Homer,just as he is distinguished in all other 
ways, seems to have seen this point beautifully, whether by art or by 
nature. 145lal6 

Ch. 9 Now tragedy is an imitation not only of a complete action, 
but also of objects of fear and pity, and these arise most of all when 
events happen contrary to expectation but in consequence of one 
another; for in this way they will have more wonder in them than if 
they happened by chance or by fortune, since even among things that 
happen by chance, the greatest sense of wonder is from those that 
seem to have happened by design. 1452alff 

Chs. 13-14 Since it is peculiar to tragedy to be an imitation of 
actions arousing pity and fear ... and since the former concerns some-
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one who is undeserving of suffering and ihe latter concerns someone 
like us ... ihe story ihat works well must ... depict a change from good 
to bad fortune, resulting not from badness but from some great error 
of someone like us, or else better raiher ihan worse ... One must not 
look for every sort of pleasure from a tragedy, but for ihe one native 
to it. And since it is ihe pleasure ihat results from pity and fear ihat 
makes ihe work a tragedy, and ihe poet needs to provide ibis pleasure 
by means of imitation, it. is evident ihat it must be artfully embodied 
in ihe actions (and not rely on visual effects). 1452b30ff, 1453b5 

Ch. 16 The best sort of revelation in a tragedy is one ihat arises 
from ihe actions ihemselves, ihe astonishment coming about ihrough 
ihings ihat are likely, as in ihe Oedipus of Sophocles. {A revelation, 
as ihe word indicates, is a change from ignorance to knowledge, ihat 
produces eiiher friendship or hatred in people marked out for good or 
bad fortune. The most beautiful of revelations occurs when reversals 
of condition come about at ihe same time, as is ihe case in ihe 
Oedipus.-Ch. 11) 1455bl7, 1452a30 

Chs. 24-5 Wonder needs to be produced in tragedies, but in ihe 
epic there is more room for that which confounds reason, by means 
of which wonder comes about most of all, since in ihe epic one does 
not see ihe person who performs ihe action; ihe events surrounding 
ihe pursuit of Hector would seem ridiculous ifiheywere on stage ... But 
wonder is sweet ... And Homer most of all has taught ihe rest of us how 
one ought to speak of what is untrue ... One ought to choose likely 
impossibilities in preference to unconvincing possibilities ... And if a 
poet has represented impossible ihings, ihen he has missed ihe mark, 
but ihat is ihe right ihing to do if he thereby hits the mark that is the 
endojthe poetic art itself, ihatis, if in ihat way he makes ihat or some 
oiher part more wondrous. 1460al2ff; 1460b23ff. 
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FAUSTIAN PHENOMENA: 
Goethe on Plants, Animals, and 
Modern Biologists 
John F. Comell. 

When Faust strikes his deal with Mephistopheles, it is neither for mere 
material gain nor for romantic conquest, nor even for power or 
knowledge. It is for experience without end. 

If I to any moment say: 
Linger on! You are so fair! 
Put me in fetters straightaway, 
Then I can die for all I care! 

(Faust L 1699-1702)1 

The challenge is at the heart of the Faustian legend for Goethe. The 
desire to reach a point exceeding all hope of further striving is the most 
diabolical desire he could imagine. It is mere love of one's own past 
achievement-self-complacency. And in self-complacency man essen
tially delivers his soul to death because he gives up the devotion to 
forward movement which is life. He renounces the very thing existence 
asks of him, awareness of himself through increasing awareness of 
the world. Goethe himself never rested in the struggle to unfold the 
forms within and to understand the forms without In old age he even 
jested that his soul deserved other embodiments in which to continue 
its ceaseless activity.2 

But Faustian striving was not for Goethe only an archetypal human 
theme. He beheld the same soulful drama throughout the plant and 
animal realms, too. The drive to excess, the restlessness for change, 
the blind impulse toward a fuller existence that might finally attain a 
novel form-these were also manifest in organisms of every kind. And, 
as a naturalist who had rejected the special creation of species and 
genus, Goethe could speculate that a continuous creative "urge"3 in 
organisms had even given rise to their diversity of kinds. 

The present essay will look with Goethe at plants and animals with 
this Faustian theme in mind. This is no idle literary exercise. For the 
important contention of his biological essays is that an upspringing 
movement is essential to all the phenomena of life. Moreover, he 
argues that a dispassionate contemplation of living things reveals 

John F. Comell is a tutor at the Santa Fe campus of St. John's College. 
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such vital striving over and above the functions necessary to survival. 
This is one of the essential principles of the philosophical study of 
organisms for Goethe. Unfortunately the practical and technological 
interests of biologists increasingly distracted attention from this pos
sibility. Many of his contemporaries already theorized, like ours, about 
the organism as a conglomerate of mechanical processes, thus high
lighting instead its susceptibility to ever more refined human control. 

Goethe does not concede. however, that advanctng analysis of the 
organism into simpler inorganic components must shed light on its 
essential activity as a living whole. 

Whoever wants to know and write about 
A living thing, first drives the spirit out; 
He has the parts withio his grasp, 
But gone is the spirit's holding clasp. 

(1.1936-9) 

This does not mean that he actually posits a mysterious force to unite 
the constituents discoverable by histology and biochemistry and so 
on. He supposes no ultimate explanation of the organism in terms of 
its parts or its whole. The aim of his biological method is simply to 
study vital phenomena at the level of the active, already organized 
being. He thus attends to properties overlooked by analytic methods, 
the most important of which properties is the upward-driving urge, 
discemible in both plants and animals, iotensified and extended in 
manifold ways. His studies in "morphology" (as he called them) thus 
represent avant la lettre a phenomenology of nature, an investigation 
of the life-world independent of both traditional metaphysics and the 
apparatus of experimental science. Perhaps it goes without saying that 
these studies can help us appraise our conventional scientific concep
tions of life that may rather mirror a technological mastery of the 
organism. In any case I shall suggest a few comparative observations 
along that ltne. 

Let the plant and animal heroes come onto the stage. 
To begin with Goethe's most famous character, the plant. The 

unfoldiog of the plant's life is narrated tn the relatively popular 
Metamorphosis of Plants of 17904 Its general theory of plants is 
well-known enough to be subject to a common misconception. It is 
often reduced to the doctrine that the organs of the annual plant are 
io essence the same: the sepals (or the segments of the calyx holding 
the flower), the corolla (the petals of the flower), the nectaries, and the 
reproductive parts are in fact transformed leaves, reshaped to suit 
their various functions. (Charles Darwin in the Origin of Species 
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speaks of this doctrine as "familiar to almost everyone".) 5 The idea of 
such homological relation among the plant's organs is an important 
morphological insight that Goethe advanced. But it had been fore
shadowed by earlier botanists, as he acknowledged (paragraph 4).6 

What is more remarkable in his account is how these form-elements 
of the plant betray the direction of its ·movement, its "striving" toward 
the flowering stage. For instance, Goethe devotes a whole chapter to 
something seen in many, garden plants, that as the leaves ascend on 
the stem they become more "developed"-more richly veined, more 
notched and elaborate in pattem (Plate 1). This differentiation of form 
may well be explained by intemal functions, for example, the refine
ment of the plant's saps (par. 39), but that in no way compromises the 
fact that the phenomenon of growth follows a single apparent direction. 

Other little irregularities in the plant's organs reveal how distinct 
their forms may be from purely functional features. The forms of some 
organs "anticipate" those higher up in the plant's ascent. The calyx, 
or cup that holds the floral corolla and is ordinarily green, sometimes 
takes on the coloring of the petals " ... at the tips, margins, back, or 
even over its inner surface while the outer surface remains green. And 
always we see a refinement [of form] associated with this coloration" 
(par. 40). Goethe cites numerous morphological disruptions of the 
supposedly strict functional series of appendages, and shows how a 
sequence of form-elements may only by degrees achieve some func
tional organ. (par. 75, 83. Plate 2 shows marigold seeds making up 
such a sequence.) Perhaps one remarkable instance he cites will 
illustrate just how powerfully form can supervene function, and 
express the weird upward striving of the plant. In a tulip, a stem-leaf 
can rise to new heights and participate dramatically in the overall 
pattem of the floral petals. "Such a leaf-petal," he observes, "is half 
green, and divided into two parts, the green half being related to the 
stem remaining attached to it, and the colored part being lifted up with 
the corolla." (par. 44). Goethe supervised the drawing of a colored plate 
to document this extraordinary but telling occurrence (Plate 3). 

Goethe is showing not just the plant's composition from leaf-like 
elements, but a powerful "urge" throughout its growth as these parts 
successively appear. The ascending forms of the organs suggest the 
plant's thrust beyond vegetative activity. Repetitive foliar growth 
(which can be made indefinite by overfeeding) is progressively left 
behind for the higher stage of sexual reproduction (par. 30). According 
to another paper, he experimented with preventing the plant's elabo
ration as it grows from node to node and puts out a new leaf at each 
step 7 He could continually produce near identity in every nodal 
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segment and every new leaf (and thus prevent the normal foliar 
refinement) simply by detaching every new shoot and replanting it in 
soil. Thus he showed that the graded elaboration up the stem is 
intrinsic to the plant's accumulation of the nodal series. In the life of 
the complex single being, development appears to be necessary. 
Botany demonstrates what Faust feels. 

Goethe also inquired into how these stages of transformation arose, 
but in doing so stayed clqse to an intuitive sense of life. Noticing that 
the plant-organs developed in an alternating sequence of expansions 
and contractions-expanded leaves, contracted sepals, expanded pet
als, contracted sexual organs, expanded fruiting organs-he naturally 
asked what two forces struggled back and forth within the plant to 
produce this rhythmic alternation of outward form. On an anatomical 
level, Goethe could discern a related duality in the plant's two chief 
tissues, the spiral vessels (or tracheids, usually on its periphery) and 
the vertical fibre (in the interior) 8 But again the overall effect invites 
another description: everything takes place as if two creative sources, 
the male and female poles in the vegetative system, generate the 
individual's growth by their opposition, in dialectical steps up a 
"spiritual ladder" (par. 6). For the plant no less than for Faust, "two 
souls abide" within its breast (1. 1112). 

Goethe's nature-researches not only advance careful comparative 
observation of living things but also typically reflect on the human 
relation to them. Both moments together constitute his practice of 
biology. This becomes particularly vivid in his zoological notes and 
essays. Enter the artimals. 

Goethe recogruzes a hidden similarity between plants and animals. 
"Scarcely distinguishable" in their rudimentary stages, plants and 
animals have taken opposite courses of development, plants toward 
fixity and security, animals toward mobility and freedom. But funda
mental to both, he explains, is the serial homology of their component 
parts, the regular repetition of form elements-be they leaves, a se
quence of nodes along an extended stem, the series of vertebrae in the 
skeleton, or the segments of insects and crustaceans. (The serial 
aspect of some invertebrate forms are evident in Goethe's own draw
ings, Plates 4 and 5.) But as with the plant, the animal form is raised 
above a series of similar structures. Its differentiation admits of 
degree: "The more imperfect a creature is, the more do these parts 
appear identical or similar to each other and the more do they resemble 
the whole. The more the creature is perfected, the more dissimilar its 
parts become .... Subordination of the parts betokens a more perfected 
creature."9 (By perfection, Goethe only means this morphological 
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distinction, and not any natural hierarchy: elsewhere he speaks of the 
"so-called" perfected animals, sogenannten vollkommenem Tieren.) 10 

In some animals, looking at their skeletal structure, an excessive 
vitality is expressed by the sertes of caudal vertebrae which repeat 
indefinitely and taper off. The tail, he observes, "may be considered as 
suggesting the infinity of organic existences." In other cases, structure 
supervenes on this repetitive growth. There is a "curtailment," for 
example, in the snake's,.transformation into a long-legged frog. 11 

Thus, compartng the general appearances of skeletons, we interpret 
forms as elaborated upon ortginal serial processes. 

In vertebrate zoology, because of the extensive reshaping of sertal 
elements, the pattems of bones built up are more prominent than the 
sequential foundations. Such visible pattems have been known since 
Artstotle as anatomical "types." The typological approach to animal 
forms is now discredited by historians ofbiology, who associate it with 
a metaphysical interest in "Platonic" ideas. Yet one must be wary of 
cartcaturtng typologists as idealists whose cherished types dissolve 
once we recognize the flux of evolutionary change, the phases of which 
are not all represented in extant species. The point of Goethe's typology 
was not to establish any abstract animal ideas. 12 His ortginal report 
on morphological types ( 1 795) stressed the practicality of establishing 
a lexicon of basic pattems: the construction of general types would 
organize new osteological data and facilitate the advancement of 
science. 13 

In fact, Goethe did not imagine the type as static. Like Faust, a type 
is not permitted to rest thanks to the tension of forces within and 
without. "What has been formed," he wrote later in an introduction to 
his morphological papers, "is instantly transformed, and if we would 
arrive, to son1e degree, at a vital intuition of Nature, we must strive to 
keep ourselves as flexible and pliable as the example she herself 
provides.'' 14 Perhaps Goethe implies that were we less rtgid we might 
discem his hints at organic evolution? As the plant is compelled to 
elaborate leaves up the stem, so the animal cannot remain fixed but 
must evolve and differentiate into a multiplicity of genera. Signifi
cantly, the animal's bUnd drtves-the strtvings of instinct- havea major 
role. 

Among Goethe's zoological studies, one on rodents shows well how 
he conceives evolution. Like the premier French anatomist Georges 
Cuvier, he focuses on the rodents' powerful teeth. Their well-developed 
upper and lower incisors offer an extreme example of how determined 
animals are by their mode of feeding. Full of nervous, gnawing energy, 
rodents take nutrttion to a Faustian excess: their teething, he says, is 



CORNELL 45 

"vehemently compulsive, unintentionally destructive.'' 15 It is also 
creative. Cuvier had noticed that rodents' incisors could develo& 
monstrously, especially if unopposed by the teeth above or below. 
Goethe sees them as conditioned more deeply by dental excess. He 
contrasts their overactive incisors with the balanced set of teeth 
possessed by carnivores, and considers how their gnawing gives rise 
to a "capricious" range of forms. As the rodents' superfluous energy 
is redirected toward the l;msiness of life, it fills various needs such as 
making dams or burrows and storing food. Gradually the rodents 
explore the main options for adapted living, which their generic forms 
represent by striking parallels. Rats correspond to carnivores, hares 
to ruminants (for lagomorphs were then classed as rodents), beavers 
are swinish swamp-dwellers, and squirrels and flying squirrels paral
lel the apes and the bats respective!y17 

Goethe's essay on rodents pauses to contemplate the common 
squirrel with its capacity to stand upright. In quadrupeds, he notes, 
the general tendency is that the posterior parts raise themselves above 
the frontal ones. The contrary frontal elevation occurs in such "capital" 
animals as the lion and elephant, whose heads are further emphasized 
by ornament. He calls this elevation a "striving" (using the Faustian 
word Bestreben). 18 Now among the rodents, he notices, it is the 
ape-like arboreal acrobats, the squirrels, that have approximated an 
upright beartng. They grasp small nuts and spruce cones with skillful 
hands and, as they play mischievously with their food, we take 
particular pleasure in watching them. Then Goethe imagines some
thing like the rodents' social history. 

[Gnawing] promotes a superfluous consumption of food for 
the purpose of materially filling the stomach and might also 
be regarded as continuous exercise, a restless urge to be 
occupied which may ultimately lead to destructive fight
tog ... After satisJY!ng immediate need to the liveliest way, they 
would still like to live in more secure plenty. From this arises 
the gathering-drive and the handling of materials which 
might appear to be very similar to deliberate ariisiry. 19 

Of what use to serious science is this reflection on the squirrel as 
mirror of our own activity? First, with respect to the problem of upright 
posture, note that although it represents a "contrary" tendency in 
nature, a redirection of life's impulses, Goethe does not hold frontal 
elevation to be especially rare. The upward tendency has a parallel in 
members of several orders of animals; the urge it represents is not 
restricted to human beings or even to primates. One might object that 
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this is some kind of anthropomorphic reading of other forms, but I 
believe this objection will not stand. The fear of anthropomorphism in 
studying nature assumes a fundamental separation of human essence 
and experience from the rest of the world. On that assumption, human 
activity is a prohibited model for interpreting animals, which must 
rather be understood in the presumably non-anthropomorphic terms 
of mechanism, along with the rest of nature. But Goethe, without 
repudiating mechanism, Jets us glimpse nature's unity precisely by 
generalizing the human way of being. We are literally on more equal 
footing with other animals, but without (so to speak) a loss of standing. 

The story of rodents' behavioral evolution similarly affirms our 
solidarity with other beings. The perpetually nervous rodents, as 
Goethe describes them, display greed and warlike habits and even 
invent something like the arts. This is Goethe's version, or better, his 
inversion, of sociobiology, his way of seeing the naturalness of our 
"cultural" activity. Animals remote from human beings are beset with 
similar blind drives which open up similar outlets, elaborated in 
different degrees. It is noteworthy that he remains silent about mecha
nistic or teleological causes of these developments while illuminating 
their connection with the animals' exuberance of life. For him the most 
striking principle of animal behaviors is not "behind" the outward 
phenomena, in the hereditary substance privileged by twentieth-cen
tury sociobiology. Nor, in the teleological sense of cause, is the 
essential thing about animals the urge to disseminate genes through 
reproduction, as sociobiology teaches under the influence of Darwin 
and Malthus. There is excess in nature, but why confine its expression 
to reproductive competition? Goethe does not so underestimate the 
kinship between human beings and other organisms. If we reduce 
human beings and all animals to reproduction machines, we miss the 
analogical fact that hyperactivity and conflict might engender new 
exertions of animals' energy. A rechannelling of animal force "upward," 
toward expression in art, might occur in squirrels no less than in 
humans. 

Scholars tell us that Goethe was not an evolutionist, that species 
transformation was for him an absiract relationship rather than a 
principle of genealogical kinship over time. They do not find in his 
works a discussion of particular phylogenies linking living and fossil 
species, nor do they find reference to evolutionists such as Lamarck 
or Robinet. 20 But take care: the most convinced evolutionist cannot 
necessarily offer convincing phylogenies. (Darwin did not, and Goethe 
wrote decades earlier.) Further, it is known that Goethe sometimes 
endorsed evolution with intimate friends; and in writing on evolution-
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ary speculations by Kant and Eduard d'Alton, he alluded to his own 
belief in species descent. 21 Delicate public treatment of sensitive 
subjects was a matter of principle for Goethe. He followed what he 
called "the higher maxim of pedagogy: not to disturb children or the 
un[educated] and half-educated in their reverence for higher things. "22 

Was the poet merely judicious about the topic of evolution? We have 
seen, I think, that Goethe's scientific writing is many-layered-provoca
tive rather than demonstr.ative. Always the playwright, he does not 
force ideas on his audienc~ but lets them consider implications of the 
dialogue, the action, and the scene. Yet there is more than circum
stantial proof of Goethe's evolutionist inclinations. Let us tum to an 
essay where he in fact indulges in phylogenetic speculation, specula
tion leading even to the genesis of human beings. 

In the middle of an essay on "Sloths and Pachyderms" Goethe asks 
permission to resort to "poetic" expression, necessary (he says) to 
reach where prose may not. He launches into an evolutionary fable. 
The story begins With a "colossal spirit" [ungeheuerer Geist]. specifi
cally a beached whale, a mammalian fish out of water. The animal 
regrets its uncertain fortunes even as it begins to settle in its swampy 
home: " ... it feels as if it belongs half to earth and half to water." Its 
inner turmoil passes "through whatever filiation" to its descendants, 
who, having made their way into a drier, less confusing environment, 
still do not develop harmoniously. As if vexed by some former con
straint, as if impatient to exercise some freedom, they stretch out their 
limbs and grow claws " ... almost Without limit." These new beasts-the 
sloths-are a genus in which Goethe recognizes a counter-spirit or 
contrary-spirit, an Ungetst. But they are destined for "something 
more," only temporarily unable to manifest it in its "principal appear
ance" [Haupterscheinung]. Gradually, the more integrated members of 
the sloth genus, the species called the Unau, raise themselves to a 
more versatile level of animality, and enter the scene as the highly 
mobile apes. The story closes With a quick but arresting phrase. Still 
referring to the great destiny of this animal spirit as yet unfulfilled, 
Goethe concludes, " ... and among the apes surely there are a few that 
might show the way to it" ("man denn unter den A.ffen gar wahl einige 
findet, welche nach ihm hinwetsen mogen"). 23 

Clearly Goethe's fable of the evolution of a spirited ape entails other 
than literal meanings. The natural images not only hint at our origins 
but also invite us to consider what new self-knowledge such conjec
ture would afford. Indeed his images tell a Faustian tale: painful birth 
and ambivalence about life, slothful inactivity and Withdrawal from 
the task of adapting to reality, unproductive vexation and finally, the 
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beginning of a resolution, intense activity that realizes the potentials 
hidden within. Further, as with Goethe's rodents, what at first seems 
like monstrosity turns into creativity. The whale's maladjustment 
presses him on, by stages, to a nobler destiny. 24 

But in addition to these meanings, notice a particular scientific 
sense in Goethe's tale. His ancestry for anthropoids suggests a 
Faustian career by incorporating real zoological problems. Why the 
whale and the sloth as h,uman progenitors? What links them in the 
naturalist's mind? Both these animals are among the most extraordi
nary: they have proven especially hard to classify scientifically. Only 
in modem times has the whale been made a mammal. In evolutionary 
discussions during the past century, scientists have doubted whether 
this superbly adapted sea creature, without hind legs, could possibly 
have descended from a four-legged land dweller. Even today the 
classification of whales is in dispute. Despite the taxonomic trouble 
they have made, the whales' social structure and high intelligence 
have always been admired. One hardly needs reminding that the 
cachelot, the blunt-headed sperm whale, was a spiritual adversary of 
seafaring mankind at the tum of the nineteenth century. Cuvier's 
English editors record the sperm whale's bloodthirsty tyranny of the 
sea and its vindictive pursuit of prey. This behavior, they say, " ... has 
scarcely any parallel in animated nature"-an ironic phrase, as they 
later mention the notorious excesses of the whaling industry. 25 The 
sperm whale and man are natural Faustian animals. 

The sloths are also great eccentrics in biology, animals that, like 
whales, have defied the authority of European classifiers. Cuvier called 
them "imperfect and grotesque" because they violated his rules about 
how the parts of animals should be functionally correlatedl26 The 
tree-hanging sloths, neither lovely nor lively, were also thought to lead 
a painful existence, which Goethe concedes in attributing to them a 
negative spirit. His claim that they are destined for something more, 
alluding to their almost human form, is not so far-fetched. Some 
species of sloth, after all, are good swimmers and have dexterous 
hands. One can see the anthropoid bearing of the sloths pictured in 
the English edition of Cuvier (Plate 6). 

In brief, the ancestors Goethe selects for humankind have surpris
ing zoological credentials. Sloths and whales are outstanding as the 
natural rebels of nature, and as outlaws to scientific legislation. Their 
conspicuous place in the human family tree accounts then for the 
evolution of the human species with its own ambiguous stance In the 
world. For Goethe, all life is at odds with mere being, all organisms 
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overreach themselves. But even this excess exceeds itself in the case 
of our anthropoid precursors. 

We have arrived with Goethe at the human animal. We may turn 
now to the question of how not just biological phenomena but biologi
cal practice itself reflects the Faustian theme. Let us bear in mind the 
historical uniqueness of Goethe's biological work, the audacity of his 
integration of a science of organisms with a poet's vision of life. Wh!le 
his researches have appealed to philosophical scientists-T. H. Huxley, 
Claude Bernard, and Freud-and to ph!losophers such as Hegel and 
Nietzsche, they did not advance the progress of quantitative and 
experimental biology. Goethe's place in the history of life science is 
what he might have expected. He is history's deviant-not the sloth in 
his genealogical tale, but perhaps the Leviathan on the shore who, 
wh!le not in his proper milieu, is an enormous creature all the same. 

One may appreciate better the role of this strange giant in biology 
by comparing him to another towering naturalist, Charles Darwin. 
Indeed, by comparing Goethe with the greatest evolutionist since his 
time, both of their enterprises might come into clearer focus. So, too, 
might the Faustian d!lemma of contemporary biology. 

Let us begin the comparison by citing Goethe's most "Darwinian" 
text. He penned this speculation at the age of sixty: 

The skeletons of some marine animals show plainly that, even 
while fashioning these, Nature was already feeling her way 
toward the higher idea of land animals ... ! would call them 
marvelous, these transitions in nature, if in nature the mar
velous did not happen to be universally common ... You can 
imagine Nature standing at a gaming counter, as it were, 
constantly shouting "Double" and continuing to play with her 
winnings in all her domains with unfailing luck ad infinitum. 
The stone, the animal, the plant-after a number of such lucky 
throws they are all put at stake again; and who knows but 
that man himself is not in his turn just another throw for 
higher winntngs?27 

The theme of "chance" is not prevalent in Goethe's biological 
writings. But if chance is understood as what appears in creation 
without design, it is certainly consonant with his idea of evolution. It 
is consonant with the idea of nature experimenting with so-called 
monstrous forms, blindly groping toward possibly higher destinies. 

On the other hand, we discern something "Goethean" in Charles 
Darwin's eloquence about the natural world. Recall how in the Origin 
of Species Darwin holds nature to be a tense harmony of sublime forces 
superior to, and in a sense wiser than, human beings. He tried to 
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establish the doctrine of natural selection by analogy from the inferior 
methods of man's selective breeding. A deductive argument for natural 
selection from wild populations alone was not conclusive. One needed 
to see something about creative processes in order to imagine natural 
creation as a whole. In the Origin, Darwin applied what we know about 
making domestic breeds (e.g., greyhounds, wolfhounds, dachshunds) 
to nature's "making" of species. One can find in his notes and 
published pages other analogies from human artistry to nature's 
process of creating.28 Darwin the fertile theorizer, who piled up 
insights in his notebooks and artfully sifted his best ideas, knew 
something about the process of intellectual creation. It occurred to 
him that nature's mode of creation, natural selection, is like all 
ingenuity, a testing and refinement of half-conscious and unaccount
able effusions. 29 From this perspective, Darwin's doctrine seems closer 
to Goethe's Faustian theme: both would capture that blind purposive
ness and creativity that makes nature the model of human ari. 

This is not the place to show that the inspiration of the "romantic" 
strain in Darwin might be traced ultimately to the German poet. 30 

The history of science makes clear in any case that a difference 
between the two nature researchers becomes far more important. 
Natural selection is simple and universal mechanism, grounded posi
tively in studies of plant and animal population. What Darwin called 
his "long argument" of the Origin of Species inaugurates a new era in 
life science, one based on natural selection, while there is nothing in 
Goethe to compare. But this points us to a deeper disagreement, a 
philosophical disagreement between Darwin and Goethe that some
times surfaces in contemporary biology. 

The disagreement has to do with the representation of nature not 
just as universal mechanism but as any totality at all. Goethe's 
researches, although consistently suggestive, were never systema
tized, his essays were not organized into a whole. The unity of living 
nature remained an intuition that did not attain the architectonic 
structure of positive science, according to the imposing Newtonian 
model. Goethe mistrusted the Newtonian precedents for systematizing 
researches into generalized, mathematics-like doctrine.3 His biologi
cal writing thus reflected what he once said about dramatic composi
tion-that it should have significant general features, 
incommensurable, however, in representing the whole, so one is 
drawn to study it again and again. 32 With all his Faustian urge to 
understand life, Goethe supposed one limit in our quest for science: 
every all-embracing scheme of natural history must be premature. 
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Darwin's metaphysical preconceptions denied this. Heir to the 
Newtonian legacy that Goethe renounced, he supposed that some 
simple, general law of natural genesis would eventually link all 
particular biological problems. This supposition was grounded in 
liberal theological belief. To Darwin it was reasonable to posit a God 
creating through general laws in contrast to multiple, miraculous 
creations. (I acknowledge in passing the historical irony: one of the 
founders of agnostic scie¥ce was himself decisively influenced by 
monotheistic creed.) A scientific natural history, more or less Newto
nian, might then be possible. If one could present a new observational 
law, a mechanism producing new species from old, the essential 
phenomena of natural history might follow from this law of creation
by-genealogical-descent. (This would become the main strategy of the 
Origin of Species.) This metaphysics of Darwin's had momentous 
consequences for his interpretation of his eventual discovery. When 
he discovered the "natural selection" of organisms' individual vari
ations through their life-and-death struggles, he understood this 
process as no mere conditioning principle, no mere constraint on 
whatever should evolve, but as the hidden creative law he was 
seeking. 33 Natural selection seemed to be creation's supreme law also 
because special creationists had stressed organisms' specially de
signed adaptations-and Darwin could reinterpret the feats of special 
design as so many means of survival acquired through ages of 
environmental pressure. He could interpret them as all acquired 
through one simple law.34 The theological presuppositions about 
universal adaptation and universal law had reduced the vast problems 
of evolution to one apparently solvable form. 

Darwin's work developed in the open-air traditions of geology and 
field natural history which studied the environmental contexts and 
reticular interdependencies of living things. But under the shadow of 
the theology of law and adaptation, the recognition of all meanings of 
organic diversity was simply not possible. Morphological patterns or 
tendencies in evolution, if decipherable through the comparison of 
forms, could not impinge on a theorizing that concentrated on adaptive 
success. As Darwin worked out his theory, he relegated part of 
Goethean morphology-e.g., the theme of serial patterns and their 
differentiation-merely to the list of evidences for evolutionary descent 
(and indirectly for natural selection). 35 He classed other morphological 
phenomena with the facts of organic variability, again a demotion 
since variation was deemed consequential only if it led to adaptational 
advantages.36 In the end, Darwin's view of nature paralleled closely 
that of the agricultural breeders whom he studied. For the breeder 
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sees in the wealth of plant and animal variation not data of natural 
history with interesting connections among other phenomena, but 
accidental possibilities to be used or eliminated. Darwin regarded 
organic variation as "accidental" only after turning to the breeders and 
adopting the idea of a selective agency external to the organisms and 
responsible for their evolutionary changes. 37 The extravagant multi
plicity of nature thus receded as an essential fact when reduced to the 
problem of more trivial vapation, that is, when a technological attitude 
was imported into theoretical biology. The present-day marriage be
tween biology and genetic technology dates from the reliance of the 
Origin of Species on agricultural breeding. 

By contrast, Goethe's phenomenological biology did not strive to 
formulate one mechanism producing organic diversity, let alone one 
aligned with human technique. He kept his distance from theology 
and technology and all simplifying principles alien to the multiplicity 
of beings. The comparative method assumed that the astonishing past 
and present diversity of beings might teach us something about the 
laws of these possibilities of life that a generalized mechanism, based 
in the universal necessity of survival, could not. Goethe would have 
seen the philosophical Iisk in minimizing the actual profusion of 
nature's products by modeling It on accidental varieties and Individu
als of a species. On the contrary, did he not thematize excess even in 
particular living beings? His reluctance to assemble a complete doc
trine of nature suggests a further point: Is not the ongoing investiga
tion of visible growth processes and forms logically prior to the final 
explanation of the evolution of these processes and forms? Comparing 
phenomena could still lead to evolutionary stories, but they would be 
stones told In a spirit of conjecture and even irony, whose plots would 
involve the specific characters of the organic protagonists. The power 
of a method like Darwin's, on the other hand, was also the problem 
with it: it could prejudge the significance of all phenomena according 
to its global type of Insight. The differences of species could not make 
a lot of difference If the last word on their appearances was their 
submission to a single law. 38 We might discern the meaning of the 
Many only If they are not effaced to nothingness by the One. 

Goethe admitted that Interpreting nature required method, and 
that method In turn implied bias. The act of theorizing was like 
creating the scene of a play where some truth is put In the spotlight 
and some recedes into the background. 39 He thought that biological 
researchers In particular would concede the infinite superiority of 
Nature's resources to their own Ingenious ideas. 
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When a man of lively intellect first responds to Nature's 
challenge to be understood, he feels irresistibly tempted to 
impose his will upon the natural objects he is studying. Before 
long, however, they close in upon him with such force as to 
make him realize that he in tum must now acknowledge their 
might and hold in respect the authority they exert over him. 
Hardly is he convinced of this reciprocal influence when he 
becomes aware of a twofold infinitude: in the natural objects, 
of the diversity of life and growth and of vitality interlocking 
relationships; in himself, of the possibility of endless devel
opment through always keeping his mind receptive and dis
ciplining it in new forms of assimilation and procedure. 40 

The receptive biological mind had to appreciate a variety of methods 
even if it devoted itself to one. Students of biology were to be like so 
many Fausts, together pursuing a many-sided experience oflife. With 
a plurality of approaches and viewpoints, enlivening particular inquir
ies even through conflict,41 biology would not attach its fortunes to a 
single doctrine of the organism. As in Faust's original bet, theorists 
might seem to reach that "fair moment," the final vision of truth. But 
then they might only have succumbed to the self-satisfaction that is 
the essence of Mephistophelean temptation. 

Faust does not give up easily. He learns that the instrumental magic 
of Mephistopheles has its limits, and he will not be constrained to that 
circle. At a crucial point Mephistopheles reluctantly acknowledges the 
higher powers of the "Mothers," the possessors of the secrets of form 
and transformation. He tests Faust's true mettle, describing to him 
the vast void and terrible solitude he must brave in order to reach their 
heathen dwelling. Faust dares to abandon his demon and take the 
lonely route. For Goethe, the philosophical biologist cannot renounce 
his Faustian desire. He cannot ignore the mystery of organic forms, 
resting content with their physical mastery. The daring student of the 
multiplicity of living beings might say, like Faust about to travel to the 
goddesses of form, 

All right! We'll try it out! In what you call 
Sheer nothingness I hope to find the All! 

(11.6255-6) 

"' "' * "' 
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'I Have Become a Problem to 
Myself': Augustine's Theory 
of Will and the Notion of 
Human Inwardness 
Lester Strong 

The theory of will has been discussed in many contexts, among them 
religion (Paul, Augustine, Aquinas, and other Christian thinkers). 
deterministic philosophy (Hobbes). psychology (Nietzsche), and mod
em physics (Bergson), each containing its own presuppositions and 
each relating will to other areas connected with its own field of interest. 
In this essay I would like to examine will as discussed by Augustine, 
which means an examination of will in the light of such notions as 
moral choice, sin, and redemption, cast against the background of a 
world created. by a Deity who is also the lawgiver and judge of his 
creation. 

Why Augustine? Because his discussion of will was pivotal in the 
Western philosophical approach to the subject, and ultimately in the 
Western approach to understanding what it means to be human. In 
his complex theory, developed as it was over a long period of time, in 
a variety of circumstances, and with different purposes in mind, the 
problem of human inwardness ftrst emerges philosophically and there 
occurs, as I shall later indicate, an important shift in the Western 
intellectual outlook. 

The concept of will was introduced in late Classical antiquity 
through the Stoics, whose philosophy, like most philosophies before 
it. was based on a tradition at least as old as Pythagoras-the notion 
that "the real is the rational." This meant that in Stoic ethical theory 
the will was the rational will, for in the hierarchy of mental faculties 
as the Stoics (and earlier philosophers) conceived them, reason was 
at the pinnacle and was therefore the essential expression of human 
nature in the moral realm. At the beginning of the fourth book of his 
Discourses, Epictetus says: ''That man is free, who lives as he wishes, 

Lester Strong (SF'68) has lived and worked in New York City since 1968 as a writer 
and editor. The original version of this essay was written for a philosophy seminar 
in the History of Will given by Hannah Arendt at the Graduate Faculty of the New 
School for Social Research in New York during the early 1970s. 
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who is proof against compulsion and hindrance and violence, and 
whose impulses are untrammelled, who gets what he wills to get and 
avoids what he wills to avoid." 1 For the Stoics, the will, the power of 
"getting and avoiding," was omnipotent in its own domain, totally free 
from all outside interference in seeking to fulfill the good of the 
individual. The problem for Stoic philosophers was to determine by 
reason-the power of discrimination-the exact limits of the domain of 
the will, so that within th<;m each person could successfully set about 
securing serenity and happiness. 

Augustine too, early in his career as a Christian thinker, seemed 
to hold a similar position. In his dialogue On Free Choice ojthe Wi!1, 2 

written between 388 and 395 A.D. to refute the Manicheean doctrines 
with which he had earlier been associated, he argues that, because 
the human will is omnipotent in regard to choice in the moral sphere 
of the created world, it alone is responsible for both the existence of 
evil and the fulfillment or frustration of the tndividual's happiness. 
However, later, in his disputes with the Pelagians, he argues that, 
because the will is in bondage to sin, the individual requires the grace 
of God both to will rightly and to achieve happiness and and salvation. 

The two positions of free will and the will's bondage to sin seem 
contradictory, for on the first hypothesis the individual should merit 
salvation or damnation, happiness or unhappiness, on the basis of 
the will's free choice alone, while accordtng to the second no one 
should be held responsible for acts committed by a faculty restrained 
from willing the good by its bondage to the law of sin. And yet it is 
significant that Augustine never repudiated either doctrine. Indeed, 
tn the Retractations, written in 425 to 437 near the end of his life, he 
held that both are necessary for the correct, i.e., the Christian, 
interpretation of human nature and the relationship of human beings 
to God. But what can have led him to adopt such a stand? 

For Augustine, the validity of his polemics against the 
Manicheeans and the Pelagians was evident: the truth, through God's 
grace, has been revealed to him. If reason is confounded, reason itself 
is at fault, not the divine truth it finds untntelligible. His arguments, 
indeed, were of secondary importance to him, for regardless of con
tradiction, the truth had been been revealed and had to be proclaimed. 
But there must have been something within Augustine's experience 
that prepared him to accept what was for him the truth of divine 
revelation. In the Retractations he mentions God's grace, "by which He 
so predestines who the elect shall be that He even prepares the will of 
those among them who are already making use of their free choice.''3 

But how does this preparation manifest itself? In the following pages 
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I shall analyze Augustine's arguments concerning will in such a way 
as to lay bare the presuppositions and attitudes upon which they were 
founded. By doing so, I think there can be discovered a phenomenon 
of human experience in which as a touchstone of Augustine's (and 
Christianity's) interpretation of human reality, both freedom of choice 
and the will's bondage to sin are revealed to cohere and even support 
each other. 

What specifically, then, does Augustine say of the will? Why does 
it exist and how does it function in its freedom and unfreedom? 

A reading of Augustine's various writings on the will, especially of 
On Free Choice of the Will, indicates that will is the mental faculty by 
means of which individuals choose and are able to live and act either 
rightly and honorably or wrongly and sinfully. As Augustine states, 
"without it men cannot live rightly" (OFC, Book 2, I, 5). Will therefore 
grants individuals the ability to choose for themselves between good 
and evil. Within the hierarchy of goods available to them from without, 
individuals remain morally free, that is to say, responsible, agents. 
They freely choose their own manner of living and thus freely merit 
happiness or unhappiness and the divine judgment of salvation or 
damnation: 

Thus it is no wonder that unhappy men do not attain what 
they want, that is, a happy life, for they do not also will to live 
rightly-a thing which accompanies the happy life, and with 
which the happy life can be neither merited nor attained by 
anyone. The etemal law ... establishes with immutable frrm
ness the point that merit lies in the will, while happiness and 
unhappiness are a matter of reward and punishment. (OFC, 
Book 1, XIV, 101) 

Merit lies in the will. Granting the hypothesis of creation, from 
this view of the individual and his or her relationship to the world and 
God the notions of responsibility and freedom follow quite logically. 
On the one hand there is the created world, a hierarchy of goods 
ordered according to eternal and divine law ["that law by which it is 
just that everything be ordered in the highest degree" (OFC, Book 1, 
VI, 51)] and the divine justice andjudgmentimplied by the existence 
of eternal law. On the other hand there are human beings, creatures 
of free will whose freedom consists in their ability to order their own 
lives as they so choose. The freedom is not completely unbounded in 
that they can only choose from among those goods presented to them. 
For example, they cannot choose nonexistence over against existence 
since nonexistence is not a created good; rather they can only choose 
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among vartous kinds of existence-peaceful, unpeaceful, happy, un
happy, wise, or foolish. Nevertheless, their freedom of choice is such 
that people can willingly sin or remain righteous, can choose lower 
goods as opposed to higher, can fail to order their lives to that degree 
consonant with their nature or can seek the best order possible. 

Nothing it would seem, therefore, can abrogate the free wiil of the 
individual. "For what lies more truly in the power of the wiil than the wiil 
itself?" (OFC, Book I, XII, 1;!6). The wiil alone wills itself to wiil, and nothing 
can force it to wiil against its own wishes. And if the wiil itself is 
responsible for whatever sin or evil there is in the world, that is, if it is 
the cause of all turning away from the higher (eternal) goods to the lower 
(temporal and therefore corruptible) goods, the individual is accountable 
before divine justice because he or she is free to make choices. 

The above delineation of the nature of the will was drawn from 
Books 1 and 2 of On Free Clwke of the Will, and, although based on 
a Christian outlook, agrees with the Stoic emphasis on freedom of the 
will. Yet when we tum to Book 3 of On Free Choke and to relevant 
passages from Augustine's later works (for the purposes of this essay 
to the Confessions and The Trinity), a quite different and in many ways 
more complex position emerges. Wholly inconsistent with free will, it 
is rather in line with Paul's statement in Romans 7:15: "For I do not 
do what! want, but! do the very thing I hate" (Revised Standard Version). 

A good transition to this different view is found in Book 3, where 
Augustine writes, "When we speak of the will that is free to do right, 
we speak of the will with which man was (first) made" (OFC, Book 3, 
XVIII, 179). The doctrine of free choice, then, is only one aspect of 
human existence in the moral sphere, for there is also a sense in which 
the will is not free. Complementing the doctrine of free will is the 
doctrine of original sin, humanity's fall from perfection and the 
consequent need of divine grace for redemption and salvation. From 
the discussion of the freedom to choose between good and evil, and 
thus the implied responsibility of the individual, we must tum to a 
discussion of the inability of the individual to will the good, and thus 
the implied bondage to the law of sin. 

The most graphic presentation of Augustine's arguments for the 
will's lack of freedom is perhaps found in the account of his conversion 
in Book VIII of his Confessions. 2 There we find Augustine in conflict, 
tom between his wish to become a Christian and his inability to 
renounce his former mode ofliving. This is a hiatus in Augustine's life. 
He has overcome the intellectual obstacles on the journey to his 
conversion and has acknowledged all of what he considers to be the 
truth of Christian teaching. But he cannot achieve the final step. He 
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is held down and chained to his past as if all his intellectual under
standing were of no importance whatever. 

The climax of this inner battle occurs one day when he is sitting 
with a friend in a garden. In his agony he tears his hair, beats his 
forehead, begins to cry. Going off alone, he throws himself on the 
ground and prays to God for an end to his misery, when suddenly, 
from a neighboring house, he hears a child saying, "Take up and read; 
take up and read." Returning to where his friend sits, he takes a 
volume of Paul, opens it, and reads the first passage his eyes encoun
ter: "Not in rioting and drunkenness, not in strife and envying; but 
put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, 
in concupiscence" (Romans 13:13. King James' Version). Instantly, 
"by a light as it were of serenity suffused into my heart, all the darkness 
of doubt vanished away" (C, Book VIII, XII, 29), and Augustine finds 
that through the intervention of divine grace the long-hoped-for 
conversion has taken place. 

Reflecting later on this day, Augustine tries to understand the 
nature of the will as it manifested itself in this event. "Whence this 
monstrousness?" he asks, "and to what end? The mind commandeth 
the body, and it obeys instantly; the mind commands itself, and is 
resisted" (C, Book VIII, IX, 21). If Augustine could tear his hair, beat 
his forehead, and throw himself on the ground in such a way "that 
command is scarce distinct from obedience," why could he not freely 
will his conversion? 

The problem as Augustine understands it lies in the fact that, as 
a "son of Adam," he has inherited a blemished will. Because of original 
sin, the will is divided against itself: 

It commands itself, I say, to will, and would not command, 
unless it willed, and what it commands is not done. But it 
willeth not entirely: therefore doth it not command entirely. 
For so far forth it commandeth, as it willeth: and so far forth 
is the thing commanded, not done, as it willeth not. For the 
will commandeth that there be a will: not another, but itself. 
But it doth not command entirely, therefore what it comman
deth, is not. For were the will entire, it would not even 
command it to be, because it would already be. It is therefore 
no monstrousness partly to w111, partly to nil!, but a disease 
of the mind, that it doth not wholly rise, by truth upborne, 
borne down by custom. And therefore are there two wills, for 
that one of them is not entire: and what the one lacketh, the 
other hath. (C, Book VIII, IX, 21) 
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Human beings are subject to the struggle between opposing Impulses 
of a divided will. Individuals cannot will the good because the "disease 
of the mind" called sin divides them against themselves. 

But what does this dividedness mean in terms of the functioning 
of the will itself? In Book XI of The Trinity, 2 Augustine states that the 
will functions as a kind of unifier, which it does by fixing the attention 
of the mind upon an object. Thus light enters the eye In a purely 
mechanical manner, but the person sees, that is, becomes aware of 
the object presented, because the will fixes the attention of the mind 
upon it. In the moral sphere, where the attention is fixed upon goals, 
the will attaches the individual to the good, and should ultimately 
allow one to ascend to God, who Is the source of absolute good, truth, 
and being. 

The Inner force by means of which the will accomplishes Its work 
is love4

: "But we must remain in this (good) and cling to it by love 
[dUectione), that we may enjoy the presence of that from which we are, 
In the absence of which we would not be at all'' (T, Book 8, 4, 6). It 
follows, then, that sin represents a rejection oflove In its highest sense 
and a fall into imperfect forms of Jove-into lust [libido]. for example, 
which Augustine characterizes at one point as "blameworthy desire" 
[improbabanda cupidite) (OFC, Book 1, IV, 28). This means, finally, 
that sin is the rejection of God, for according to 1 John 4:8, "He who 
does not love does not know God; for God Is love" (Gr. agape; Lat. 
caritas) (Revised Standard Version). 

The blemished will, the will of natural human beings after the Fall, 
cannot will the good because, having rejected God, it has rejected the 
principle of love which would allow It to unite with and "cling" to the 
good. From the, for Augustine historical, fact of humanity's Fall, the 
bondage of the will to sin is the theoretical correlate. Love for Augustine 
is essentially the experience of oneness with the object loved, a binding 
together which involves a respect for the beloved's rights and wishes 
to the degree that they become one's own rights and wishes and which 
Is achieved through a reciprocity 1n the love relation. The blemished 
will, though, constitutes a denial of reciprocity because it sets Its own 
desires apart from and above those of the beloved. For example, the 
lusting will desires to possess even at the expense of the individual or 
object possessed. 

It is here that we meet the contradiction in the will that defines it 
as blemished since it divides it from Itself. The blemished will, just 
because It Is will, whose Inner force is love, expresses some form of 
love, and indeed this must be so since it is merely blemished and not 
nonexistent. Even lust is a form of attempted oneness with another, 
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no matter how misguided or blameworthy the attempt may be. The 
blemished will wishes to unite with the good, but cannot do so. It tries 
to love, but is too much in bondage to its own dividedness to succeed. 
It pulls itself both ways, and the result is perpetual struggle. And so 
love must be bestowed on it from without and grace it with the only 
experience which can free it from its bondage and make it whole. 
Augustine cannot freely will his own conversion, but must accept it 
as a gift from God. 

As is evident. the irrgument for the individual's need of grace 
proceeds from a radically different perspective than the argument for 
free choice of the will. Whereas in the latter people confront the moral 
universe as free agents and sponsors of good or evil, in the former they 
find themselves in their most intimate experience already determined 
by evil intentions and acts. The one position emphasizes the presence 
of freedom, while the other emphasizes its lack. Each seems incom
patible with the other, for if the will is free it cannot be in bondage, 
and vice versa. 

And yet for Augustine freedom and unfreedom were related 
aspects of willing, and not only in the historical, sequential sense of 
the Biblical account of Adam's and Eve's disobedience to God and the 
consequent blemished freedom each later generation has inherited. 
Original sin is the theory that accounts for an experienced fact; it is 
the Apostolic interpretation of the Genesis story, the reading of which 
convinced Augustine and other Christian converts of the truth of 
Scripture. But this conviction must have arisen from a prior experi
ence of a phenomenon in the human realm that reveals the factual 
interrelationship offreedom and unfreedom which the theory is meant 
to explain. Augustine substantiates the claim that freedom and un
freedom are interrelated experientially in his Confessions when he 
writes: 

Therefore was I at strife with myself, and rent asunder by 
myself. And this rent befell me against my will, and yet 
indicated, not the presence of another mind, but the punish
ment of my own. Therefore it was no more I that wrought it, 
but sin that dwelt in me: the punishment of a sin more freely 
committed, in that I was a son of Adam. (C, Book VIII, X, 22) 

And in another passage he writes, "For the law of sin is the violence 
of custom, whereby the mind is drawn and holden, even against its 
will; but deservedly, for that it willingly fell into it" (C, Book VIII, V, 
11). The reality of human freedom and the reality of human unfreedom 
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are experienced as a unity, the manifestation of one involving the 
manifestation of the other. 

But where does the unifYing experience lie? It is not found in a 
feeling of spontaneous freedom, for by the very terms of Augustine's 
understanding of humanity such a feeling can never occur: The 
individual after the Fall, the individual in bondage to sin, is a divided 
self and trapped within the split, unable to feel the wholeness and 
integrity of being that spontaneity Implies. Nor can the experience be 
found in the feeling of bohdage alone, for without some feeling of 
freedom, bondage could never be recognized. The experience, there
fore, must lie In some phenomenon the occurrence of which reveals 
the actuality of human freedom despite the feeling of bondage and 
coercion and yet which exhibits the actuality of bondage beyond the 
feeling of freedom that is the precondition for the recognition of its 
presence. And that phenomenon, I think, is the experience of guilt. 

In what manner does guilt manifest both freedom and unfreedom? 
The relationship is difficult to articulate, for by analyzing the compo
nents one risks losing the sense of the integral feeling itself. Guilt is 
essentially an awareness that one has committed or desired to commit 
an act of intended harm toward another and the wish to make amends 
for it-more, to erase the intention as though It had never existed. 
Looking back toward the former intention, the guilty individual says, 
"I am responsible for the act or desire: I wanted to harm another, but 
need not have wanted to." At the same time, the person asks him- or 
herself, "If! need not have wanted to harm another, why then did I do 
so? I did so because I was coerced into my decision by the evil 
intentions themselves." Guilt presupposes both one's freedom (and 
consequent feeling of responsibility) and one's lack of freedom (and 
consequent feeling of coercion). In some manner guilty individuals feel 
both that they freely chose to intend harm and that they could not 
have so chosen unless those intentions had coerced them into it. They 
feel at once the sponsor and victim of their evil intentions. And without 
the presence of both feelings, the sense of guilt would not arise. 

On the other hand, the guilty individual also actively wishes to 
make amends for those former intentions. Such a wish involves a hope 
to return to the situation that prevailed before the decision was made: 
a hope to heal the breach that has sprung up between oneself and the 
person one intended to harm and a hope to heal the breach that the 
decision and resultant guilt have caused in oneself. It is in this context 
that phrases such as "make one's peace with someone" or "make one's 
peace with oneself' are used. But to make one's peace in either sense 
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is to escape one's feeling of guilt since it is guilt that maintains the 
feeling of breach. 

This aspect of guilt thus reveals the presence of freedom, for the 
guilty individual is at last free of the former evil intentions. It also 
underlines the presence of bondage, however, for the person can only 
be absolved by the injured party. "Why not now? why not is there this 
hour an end to my uncleanness?" asks Augustine shortly before his 
conversion occurs (C, Book VIII, XII, 28). Guilty individuals cannot 
absolve themselves becau~e the feeling of guilt itself pronounces them 
unfit to do so. Although they are free of their earlier intentions, they 
still feel sinful. The feeling of freedom, therefore, merely serves to 
underscore the actuality of bondage. 

Guilt, then, is both a judgment (a self-judgment, as it were) of 
responsibility and a recognition of bondage-the two conditions from 
which Augustine argued for the freedom and unfreedom of the human 
will. It demonsirates human accountability before the law and the 
need for redemption and grace, which is the message of Chiistianity 
as Augustine construed it. 

But although I have discussed guilt mainly in terms of occurrences 
between human actors, this was not the only moral sphere against 
which Augustine earned out his own discussions of freedom, unfree
dam, and sin. Nor did he have in mind the purely legalistic sphere 
within which guilt denotes the simple determination that someone 
indeed committed an act with which he or she has been indicted. "But 
Thou, 0 Lord my God, hearken; behold, and see, and have mercy, and 
heal me, Thou, in whose presence I have become a problem to myself; 
and that is my infirmity" is the way Augustine expresses it in his 
CorifessiDns as he surveys the inextiicable tangle of good and evil in 
his life (C, Book X, XXXIII, 50). This passage points to the Chiistian 
notion of universal guilt, 5 or the individual before the bar of his or her 
own conscience and his or her very existence decreed in need of 
salvation and justification. 

It is here, I think, clothed in the language of theology and born 
out of the intensity of ills religious expeiience, that Augustine's 
discussion of will discloses its wider significance. "And heal me, Thou, 
in whose presence I have become a problem to myself": with these few 
words Augustine lifts the inner, specifically human realm of existence 
into a new kind of prominence. 

Inwardness is, of course, as old as self-reflective humanity itself, 
and its lise as a theme of thought can be traced back from Augustine 
through Paul, through the Greek poets and dramatists, through the 
Book of Job and other Jewish Biblical stones, and perhaps even 
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further through more ancient writings. It is the problem of the 
individual's relationship to him- or herself in the world, or rather the 
relation between that part of the individual which lives in the world 
(physical and social) and relates to the world's demands and that part 
which stands free, which contemplates, criticizes, perhaps even ap
proves of and loves the worldly creature, but which stands apart from 
it. Inwardness, then, is precisely the realm of human freedom and 
unfreedom par excellence,, the domain beyond politics or physical law 
in which individuals discover whether they are free or not, and in what 
manner they can act on that freedom if it does exist. It is this complex 
inner realm to which Augustine refers when he writes of the struggle 
between the parts of the blemished will, and never before had it been 
given such philosophical importance. 

What shift in intellectual outlook did his concern with inwardness 
introduce? I spoke earlier of the traditional notion that "the real is the 
rational." Augustine's theory, however, breaks with that tradition, for 
in fallen humanity, human beings unhealed by the gift of grace, reality 
is also the irrational, the divided and conflicted inner self with all its 
contradictory desires and needs; and feelings such as guilt, despair, 
or love are its "signs and portents," the careful study of which reveals 
the metaphysical condition of being human. If previous thinkers 
emphasized reason as the essential characteristic ofhuman existence, 
as the distinctive feature by which humanity's place in the world is 
defined, Augustine focused on the inner relationship of the individual 
to him- or herself, with all its conflicts and dividedness, as the essence 
of humanity. That essence might be distorted for Augustine because 
in his view humanity is fallen. But inwardness for him was still the 
central locus from which emerges the definition of what it means to 
be human. 6 

Karl Jaspers wrote, "The self-penetration that set in with 
Augustine continued down throu~h the Christian thinkers to Pascal, 
to Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche." But indeed, the influence of his 
self-penetration, and of his manner of self-definition, has been felt in 
circles far wider than those of strictly Christian or philosophical 
thinkers. For example, it marks the difference between the Orestes of 
Aeschylus, whose experience of guilt for murdering his mother the 
playwright portrays as an external flight through the world pursued 
by vengeful Furies, and the tormented heroes of Kafka's novels and 
stories, whose external surroundings have become reflections of the 
self-vengeance meted out to them by their own guilty consciences; in 
a less somber mood, it marks the contrast between an Odysseus 
seeking to escape the enchantments of Circe, and a Don Quixote 
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willingly trapped in the illusions of his own imagination. Whether one 
agrees with Augustine' religious convictions or not, his discussion of 
will has had a decisive impact on intellectual attitudes. "I have become 
a problem to myself." With the birth of Augustine's perplexity, Western 
humanity's method of interpreting itself enters a new phase . 

• • • • 

Notes: 

l. Arrian's Discourses on Epictetus, trans. P. E. Matheson, in The Stoic 
and Epicurean Philosophers (New York: Modem Library, 1940), p. 406. 
When I speak of similarities between Augustine's arguments and Stoic 
theories, I refer solely to their common conviction that the will is free. 
Augustine did not agree with the related Stoic doctrines of Fate and 
apatheia (suppression of the passions) and in fact vigorously de
nounced them. 

2. Quotations in English from Augustine's writings used in this essay 
are taken from the following three works: On Free Choice of the Will, 
trans. Anna S. Benjamin and L. H. Hackstaff (Indianapolis: The 
Library of the Liberal Arts, 1964); The Corifessions of Saint Augustine 
(New York: Airman! Classics, 1969); and The 1Tinity, trans. Stephen 
McKenna (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America, 1963). 
Because Augustine's works have been published in so many editions, 
quotations are referenced in text not by page numbers, but instead 
by the letters OFC, C, or T, respectively, followed by book, chapter, 
and section numbers. 

3. Quoted as part of the Appendix to the Library of the Liberal Arts edition 
of On Free Choice, p. 152. 

4. A small library of articles and books could be cited on Augustine's 
philosophy oflove. Not only is the subject very complicated, but in his 
writings he often uses different terms to mean approximately the same 
thing (i.e., caritas and amor Det1, or sometimes the same term in 
different contexts to carry different connotations (i.e., amor sui, or 
self-love, which can be viewed either positively or negatively). In regard 
to this essay, the highest or purest kind oflove would be that signified 
by the Latin term caritas, or the Greek agape (in English "charity"), 
used in 1 John 4:8 to mean divine love. This divine love is the power 
by which the world is brought into harmony with itself and with God 
("ordered in the highest degree"). For Augustine, all other forms oflove 
have a relationship to caritas, no matter how evil or misguided they 
may be, because everything that exists has a relationship to God. 
DUectione, derived from the Latin term dUigere, has a positive conno-
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tation, meaning love in the sense of "to esteem highly": libido and 
cupidite, both negative in connotation, are disordered (overly posses
sive or greedy) forms of love. Whenever I use the word "love" in the 
essay, I mean it in the highest sense of "charity." 

This note and the discussion of love in the essay's main text are 
based mainly on two sources: Karl Jaspers, Plato and Augustine (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1962). pp. 95-99; J. Burnaby, Anwr 
Dei: A Study of the Religion of St. Augustine (London: Hodder, 1938). 
pp. 85-179. 

5. Kierkegaard comes to mind immediately when one speaks of universal 
guilt, or as he terms it, "essential guilt." But the notion runs through
out Christian theology and thinking. "In the state of sin, the guilt 
remains as a permanent awareness of willful disorder, viz., the willful 
'separation from God ... "' [The New Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. VI (New 
York: McGraw-Hill, 1967), p. 854]. In the state of sin, therefore, 
individuals live with the permanent awareness of a breach with God 
and thus a breach in the foundations of their own being. 

6. Augustine expresses this metaphorically in his well-known phrase 
pondus meum amor meus ("my weight is my love"): "The body by its 
own weight strives toward its own place. Weight makes not downward 
only, but to his own place .... My weight, is my love: thereby am I borne, 
whithersoever I am borne" (C, XIII, IX, 10). Augustine never denies the 
importance of reason, and in many instances explicitly says the 
human soul is the rational soul. But when the topic of humanity's 
place in the world is under consideration, it is the will that is most 
important, with love as its motive force. 

7. Karl Jaspers, Plato and Augustine, p. 119. 
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T.S. Eliot's reputation as a literary critic rests largely on a few of his 
essays. His most widely read essay is one of his earliest, ''Tradition 
and the Individual Talent," which first appeared in 1919. In it Eliot 
exhibits his skill at phrase-making, particularly in making the claims 
that poetry is an escape from personality and from emotion, and that 
the object of literary study is the poetry itself. These two claims have 
exerted a powerful and lasting influence on the study of literature, at 
least in the United States. Despite the various waves of critical fashion 
that have come and gone in the past few decades, attention to the 
poetry itself, explication of text, still predominates in the undergradu
ate teaching of literature. Literary works are studied apart from other 
kinds of works-this in accordance with Eliot's notion that they 
comprise a monolithic but dynamic whole, a tradition. 

It is customary to divide Eliot's career into two phases-his mod
ernist phase and his post-conversion phase, which begins some time 
after 1928 when he, an American raised as a Unitarian, declared 
himself to be "classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and anglo
catholic in religion." 1 The influence of ''Tradition and the Individual 
Talent" has led to some neglect of Eliot's later critical writings. Eliot 
is remembered most for a kind of formalism, impersonalism, and 
anti-historicism, all somewhat revolutionary in the academic world of 
the early twentieth century. The moral and religious emphasis of his 
later essays-for example, The Idea of a Christian Society (1939) and 
Notes towards the Definition of Culture (1948)-is often regarded as 
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retrogressive, anti-modemist, even counter-revolutionary, in that it 
seems to repudiate Eliot's earlier insistence on the autonomy of art. 

The publication of Eliot's eight Clark lectures, delivered at Cambridge 
University in 1926, may force some revaluation of Eliot's critical 
work-as Ronald Schuchard, the editor of the lectures, suggests. The 
lectures show that Eliot's critical thought, even rather early in his 
career, resists easy reduction into a set of "-isms." 

The subject of the lectyres is metaphysical poetry. The term is 
usually applied to sevente.!nth-century English poets like John Donne, 
but Eliot seeks to extend its application to Dante in the thirteenth 
century and to Charles Baudelaire and Jules Laforgue in the nine
teenth. The lectures are an exploration of the ways in which it makes 
sense to bring such different poets together under the same rubric. 

Eliot recognizes the difficulty of his enterprise. Midway through the 
lectures, Eliot says that the term metaphysical poetry escapes precise 
definition. Nevertheless, he does identifY what he considers the key 
characteristic of metaphysical poetry. Such poetry fuses thought with 
feeling: "it elevates sense for a moment to regions ordinarily attainable 
only by abstract thought, or on the other hand clothes the abstract, for 
a moment with all the painful delight of flesh" (55)2

· Here Eliot extends 
to intellectual statements his notion of the "objective correlative," once 
described as a concrete image-"a set of objects, a situation, a chain 
of events"-that serves as the formula for a particular emotion·3 

Intellectual statements can also be translated into sensible form, thus 
enlarging the world of sense. An illustration of this is Donne's "fusion 
and identification of souls in sexual love" (54). Donne affords access to 
the immaterial through the sensible; he is able to feel an idea so as to 
make it yield its emotional equivalent. Thus one cannot think with Donne 
unless one can feel with him: "In order to get the full flavour out of Donne, 
you must construe analytically and enjoy synthetically" (124). 

The rationale for Eliot's emphasis on the fusion of thought and 
feeling is his belief that a precondition for great art is an alliance of 
poetry and philosophy: poets at their best have a role in the life of the 
mind. It is thus no surprise that Eliot's varieties of metaphysical poetry 
tum out to be products of similar historical circumstances. They all 
appear against a background of coherent systems of thought, or at! east 
fragments of such systems. For Dante it is Thomist-Aristotelian 
thought. For Donne it is "the fragments of every philosophical system 
and every theological system up to his own time" (203), but primarily 
Jesuitism and Calvinism. For Laforgue it is Arthur Schopenhauer and 
Eduard von Hartmann. Differences in intellectual background ac
count for the stylistic variations in metaphysical poetry: 
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the acceptance of one orderly system of thought and feeling 
results, in Dante and friends, in a simple, direct and even 
austere manner of speech, while the maintenance in suspension 
of a number of philosophies, attitudes and partial theories which 
are enjoyed rather than believed, results, in Donne and in some 
of our contemporaries, in an affected, tortuous, and often 
over-elaborate and ingenious manner of speech. (120) 

73 

The stylistic differences show up most clearly in the poets' handling of 
figurative language. Dante's similes and metaphors have a "rational 
necessity": "the adjectives are chosen as they might be in a scientific 
treatise, because they are the nearest possible to approximate what he 
is driving at" (120-121). With Donne and those like him, the charac
teristic device is the conceit, the intricate development of an image or the 
juxiaposition of discordant elements. Conceits entail risk since they can 
lead to a loss of the clarity and precision achieved by Dante: a conceit is 
"the extreme limit of the simile and metaphor which is used for its own 
sake, and not to make clearer an idea or more definite an emotion" (138). 
Conceits, however, can be used as a crtterton of excellence. They often 
involve a fusion of thought and feeling. As Aristotle suggests in the Poetics 
and Rhetoric, good metaphors have clarity, sweetness, and strangeness: 
to metaphorize well means to contemplate likenesses between things. 
Metaphysical conceits, at their best, lead to a strange sort of beauty: 'To 
contemplate an idea, because it is my idea, to observe its emotional 
infusion, to play with it, instead of using it as a plain and simple meaning, 
brings often curious and beautiful things to light, though it lends itself, 
this petting and teasing of one's mental offspring, to exiremities of 
torturing oflanguage" (85). 

The peak of metaphysical poetry is represented by Dante: he 
"always finds the sensuous equivalent, the physical embodiment, for 
the realisation of the most tenuous and refmed intensity . . . of 
experience" (57). With Donne, there is some decline in quality, be
cause in Donne there is no structure of thought. Mter Donne, poetry 
progressively deteriorates because of what Eliot calls a "disintegration 
of the intellect." Poets no longer try to develop both thought and feeling, 
but emphasize one over the other. Not until the nineteenth century in 
France are poets seen working to right the imbalance. 

The brief literary history that Eliot offers is notable for some of its 
omissions: Homer and Shakespeare, to name only two. 4 Eliot con
cedes that not all great poetry is metaphysical, but in explaining the 
omissions, he says that metaphysical poetry was an impossibility for 
the ancient world, and that Shakespeare was not philosophical. Eliot 
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perhaps had second thoughts about such claims. Shortly after deliv
ering the Clark lectures, Eliot judged them as "full of hasty generali
sations[,] unsubstantiated statements and unverified references," and 
written in an "abominable" style. It is not hard to justifY this judgment. 

The lectures were composed in haste and suffer occasionally from 
a lack of focus and clarity, desJ?ite Eliot's profession of Cartesian 
strivings to be clear and distinct. The major points of the individual 
lectures are not always qbvious, and the course of the lectures does 
not always conform to Eliot's announced purposes. For example, in 
one lecture Eliot proposes to discuss "the studies of Donne and their 
influence upon his mind and poetry" (67). The lecture does give an 
account of some of the authors and subjects Donne read in, but their 
influence on Donne is hardly illustrated. Eliot says that Donne is to 
be distinguished from the writers of the Middle Ages, but by the end 
little light is shed on how Donne belongs to his own time and not to 
the Middle Ages. What Eliot presents are some generalizations: for 
example, that Donne "read a great deal without order or valuation" 
and that he "thought in a spasmodic and fragmentary way when he 
thought at all" (83)-all this without recourse to Donne's writings, 
poetry or prose. Along the way, Eliot gets sidetracked by scholarly 
debates and quibbles, despite his statement that he is attempting not 
a work of scholarship, but of literary criticism. 

As criticism of Dante, the lectures elaborate on what Eliot had said 
in an essay dating from 1920. There Eliot refers to Dante's compre
hensiveness and his success at making the intellectual perceptible. 
He also hints at some similarities between Dante. "the great master of 
the disgusting," and nineteenth-century French poets like Baudelaire: 
''The contemplation of the horrid or sordid or disgusting, by an artist, 
is the necessary and negative aspect of the impulse toward the pursuit 
of beauty. "6 Eliot began to compare those French poets to the "school 
of Donne" in ''The Metaphysical Poets," an essay dating from 1921. 
But as far as I know, it is not until the Clark lectures that Eliot links 
Donne directly to Dante to form a line of metaphysical poetry. 

As criticism of English metaphysical poetry, the Clark lectures do not 
go much further than the 1921 essay. There Eliot had already drawn 
attention to the use of conceits by seventeenth-century English poets, 
proposed fusion of thouglit and feeling as a gauge of literary merit, and 
posited his theory of the dissociation of sensibility, which, according to 
Eliot, has hampered poetry since some time in the seventeenth century. 
In addition, some of the explanations and analyses in the earlier essay 
are unsurpassed in the lectures. A case in point is Eliot's treatment of 
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this line by Donne from 'The Relique": "A bracelet of bright haire about 
the bone.''7 In the lectures Eliot says that this line 

is an example of those things said by Donne which could not 
have been put equally well otherwise, or differently by a poet 
of any other school. The associations are perfect: those of 
"bracelet", the brightness of the hair, after years of dissolu
tion, and the fmal emphasis of "bone", could not be improved 
upon. (125-126) 

In the essay less seems to say more. Alter observing that "some of 
Donne's most successful and characteristic effects are secured by brief 
words and sudden contrasts," Eliot goes on to say that in the line 
quoted above "the most powerful effect is produced by the sudden 
contrast of associations of 'bright hair' and of 'bone. "'8 Eliot's account 
in the lectures, though lengthier, omits mention of what makes the 
line striktng (beyond the incongruity between a grave and a bracelet 
of bright hatr)- the sudden contrast of associations: for example, 
softness versus hardness, warmth versus coldness, life versus death. 9 

At other places in the lectures Eliot does not take the time to discuss 
the workings of the imagery. It is almost as if the lectures presuppose 
knowledge of the essay. 

All this is not to say that the lectures are not worth reading. They 
are, though not primarily because of what Eliot says about Dante, 
Donne, Richard Crashaw, Abraham Cowley, Baudelaire, Lafargue, or 
any of the other poets he treats. The lectures do hold some interest 
for what they reveal about Eliot. Eliot was notorious for his reticence 
and coyness about himself and his work, but there are places in the 
lectures where Eliot's dry humor comes through, as in this belittling 
remark about Crashaw: 

Subtract from Donne the powerful intellect, substitute a 
feminine for a strongly masculine nature, posit a devotional 
temperament rather than a theological mind, and add the 
influence of Italian and Spanish literature, take note of 
changes in the political and ecclesiastical situation in Eng
land, and you have Crashaw. (162) 

The mathematical form of this statement-it is phrased in part as a 
subtraction problem-follows its function, to diminish Crashaw's repu
tation. Eliot himself may also be a target here. He may be engaging in 
self-parody, making fun of his efforts to raise criticism to a science. 

Despite this apparent gibe at critical pretension, the value of the 
lectures does lie partly in the illustration of critical practice. In them 
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Eliot attempts to practice kind of criticism he advocates in essays 
published in the wake of 'Tradition and the Individual Talent." These 
essays qualifY, if not repudiate, the earlier essay's claim for the 
autonomy of literature. In "Hamlet and His Problems" (1920) Eliot at 
first seems to uphold this claim: "Qua work of art, the work of art 
cannot be interpreted; there is nothing to interpret; we can only 
criticize it according to standards, in comparison to other works of 
art." 10 Insofar as criticiSJTI involves comparison of works of art, the 
study of literature seems 'to be an autonomous activity. Eliot, how
ever, adds that "for 'interpretation' the chief task is the presentation 
of relevant historical facts which the reader is not assumed to know." 
This statement seems to call for some historical research, but Eliot 
does not elaborate. In "Metaphysical Poets" Eliot gives an example of 
how historical facts can be used-he relates historical circumstances 
to literary style. 'The Function of Criticism" (1923) re-affirms the use 
of history: a critic must have a "highly developed sense of fact." A 
critic's function is not to interpret, to communicate his understanding 
of a work, but to compare and analyze works and to furnish readers 
with facts they "would otherwise have missed." Fact cannot cormpt 
taste; at worst it can gratifY a taste for history "under the illusion that 
it is assisting another." 11 

In the Clark lectures, Eliot enlarges the scope of criticism further. 
He says that a critic cannot afford to study literature in isolation: 

The literary critic must remain a critic of literature, but he 
must have sufficient knowledge to understand the points of 
view of the sciences into which his literary criticism merges. 
You cannot know your frontiers unless you have some notion 
of what is beyond them. (226) 

Eliot admits that his expectations of critics are formidable. For a 
model he looks to Aristotle, the "only writer who has established a 
literary criticism which both sticks to the matter in hand and yet 
implies the other sciences." Unfortunately for the modem critic, 
Aristotle is a model that cannot be equaled, because his comprehen
siveness, "in the expanse of modem science and knowledge," is 
impossible (226). Nevertheless, in the lectures Eliot tries to practice 
what he preaches: on the poetry, he brings to bear history, philoso
phy, and even psychology. An understanding of Donne's poetry, he 
says, depends on some understanding of what Eliot, for lack of a better 
word, calls "personality" the very thing that a poet is said to extinguish 
in 'Tradition and the Individual Talent." The impersonality he advo
cated in that essay might apply to practicing poets, but can be 
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jettisoned when it comes to criticism. Eliot's polymathic view of 
literary criticism precedes by more than a half century the rise of the 
interdisciplinary study of literature in the form of the "new histori
cism," which does not seem quite so new, especially in light of the 
Clark lectures. In the lectures Eliot has clearly departed from the 
formalist emphases of the New Criticism, and it has taken some time 
for literary critics and scholars, in the United States at least, to come 
to a similar view. 

Eliot's attempts to exp'and the domain of criticism help to make 
clear his place in the Western literary tradition. A tendency of recent 
scholarship has been to elide Eliot's differences from his predecessors, 
for example, the Romantics. Eliot's focus on emotion and feeling in 
'Tradition and the Individual Talent," for example, might suggest that 
Romanticism had influenced him more than he thought. That may 
be so, but to be influenced by Romanticism does not necessarily make 
one a Romantic. Influence, as Eliot points out, does not preclude 
revolt. Eliot's addition of thought to feeling typifies his reaction 
against Romantic notions about poetry, especially as exemplified by 
Wordsworth's famous and still influential formula that poetry is the 
"spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings." Poetry, for Eliot, as he 
makes clear in the lectures, is not simply a matter of emotional 
expression. At its best it also involves intellectual effort and struggle. 

By widening criticism's scope, Eliot seems to be trying to emerge 
from the shadow of Matthew Arnold, whom he faulted for not being 
enough of a critic. Eliot took issue specifically with Arnold's tum 
toward politics, and implicitly with Arnold's much-maligned "touch
stones"-specimen passages quoted with the expectation that their 
value required little or no elucidation. Arnold represents a danger for 
Eliot: his advocacy of treating poetry as poetry could lead to another 
version of Arnold's gem-studded crtticism. In the Clark lectures Eliot 
frequently resorts to Amoldian touchstones, trusting that lines from 
Blake, for example, will appear unpoetic, or that lines from Crashaw 
will obviously lack intellectual effort. 

Nevertheless, Eliot does succeed in going beyond Arnold's dictum 
to see "the object as in itself it really is." On the whole, the lectures 
succeed in illustrating Eliot's fusion of the critical and the creative-a 
rejection of Arnold's separation of the two. His juxtaposition of Dante 
and Donne is bold, conceited even. Some of his critical claims serve 
to illustrate poetic technique. They reveal Eliot to be a practitioner of 
what might be called "metaphysical criticism." In the Clark lectures 
the form of Eliot's criticism follows that of his subjects. 
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The lectures are useful as criticism in yet another way: they help 
one to understand Eliot's own work. Nowhere in the lectures does Eliot 
mention self-commentary as an aJm explicitly or even implicitly. But 
as Eliot was fond of repeating, a poet does not always understand his 
own purposes, is not always the best judge of his work. This applies 
also to the poet -critic. 

Eliot was too self-effacing to say so, but his poetry up to the time 
of the Clark lectures fits !)is characterizations of metaphysical poetry. 
In "The Metaphysical Poets" he says that modern poetry must be 
difficult, for precisely the same reasons that Donne is difficult. In his 
own time Eliot perceives a background of disorder: 

Our civilization comprehends great variety and complexity, 
and this variety and complexity, playing upon a refined 
sensibility, must produce various and complex results. The 
poet must become more and more comprehensive, more 
allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if neces
sary, language into his meaning. 12 

Eliot's championing of Donne has an ulterior motive. By claJming 
Donne for the "direct current of English poetry," Eliot tries to make 
his own place in that current, or in more contemporary terms, he 
attempts to re-form the canon. Like Donne, Eliot is conceited. The 
opentng lines of "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock," in which the 
evening sky is compared to "a patient lying etherised upon a table," 
are as incongruous with their context as what one finds in Donne. 
Also like Donne, Eliot is sometimes given to obscurity and displays of 
learning. The best example of this is The Waste Land whose allusive
ness, indirectness, and comprehensiveness are apparent from a glance 
at the references in Eliot's notes. A defense of Donne fro~ charges of 
excessive ingenuity and erudition is thus in effect a self-defense. A 
statement Eliot made in 1942 lends support to this view: 

the critical writings of poets, of which in the past there have 
been some very distinguished examples, owe a great deal of 
their interest to the fact that the poet, at the back of his mind, 
if not as his ostensible purpose, is always trying to defend the 
kind of poetry he is writing, or to formulate the kind that he 
wants to write. 13 

In the Clark lectures Eliot is engaged in the activities of defending and 
formulating. He uses Donne to defend the kind of poetry he had 
written. In Dante he begins to see the kind he wants to write. His 
elevation of Dante's poetry seems to have led him to search for the 
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intellectual order he saw behind Dante. Eliot thought that he had 
located it in "anglo-catholicism," and this changed the character of his 
poetry. To appreciate the change, one needs only to compare Four 
Quartets with The Waste Land. 

Eliot said that poets do not seek to become great, but simply to 
make a contribution. In the Clark lectures, however, we see Eliot 
himself striving covertly for greatness, placing himself in the company 
of Dante, Donne, and Baudelaire, and setting the terms for the 
comparison. What Eliot Wl'ote in "Tradition and the Individual Talent" 
applies here: "No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning 
alone. His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his 
relation to the dead poets and artists." 14 One of the functions of 
criticism, Eliot says, is to help decide what is useful. Understanding 
Dante, Donne, and Baudelaire, Eliot implies in the Clark lectures, is 
useful for understanding his own work. If one function of criticism is 
also to help us read better, the Clark lectures seem to fulfill that 
function best with the works of their own author. 

Eliot had intended to rework the Clark lectures into a book entitled 
The School of Donne, but did not get around to it. Perhaps it is more 
accurate to say that he did rework the lectures, not tnto a book, but 
into shorter essays. Eliot later published essays on Dante and 
Baudelaire, which expand on generalizations made in the lectures. 
The essay "Dante" ( 1929) develops further the notion that Dante is a 
model of precision, clarity, and intensity. The essay "Baudelaire" 
(1930) takes up the moral theme introduced at the end of the Clark 
lectures, where Eliot suggests that a renewed interest in questions of 
good and evil contributed to the metaphysicality of nineteenth-century 
French poets. The essay discusses Baudelaire's moral preoccupa
tions, arguing that his sense of evil implies good. It also commends 
Baudelaire for elevating imagery of the "sordid life of a great metropo
lis" to the ''first lntens!ty." 15 As in the Clark lectures, Eliot seems to 
be defending his own work, poems such as "Preludes" and The Waste 
Land, which employ images of the sordidness of metropolitan life, and 
in which a sense of evil might be said to imply good. 

In 1933 Eliot revised and condensed the Clark lectures into the 
Turnbull lectures, given at the Johns Hopkins University and now 
published together with the Clark lectures. In the revised lectures he 
is more forceful in advocating a historical approach to literature, but 
is less sanguine about the certainty attainable by the critical enter
prise. There are also foreshadowings of later essays: in the Turnbull 
lectures Eliot speaks of poetry as "incantation," looking forward to his 
interest in the music of poetry-a contrast with his earlier focus on 
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imagery. He also speaks of metaphysical poetry as "civilised poetry," 
a shift in terminology that looks ahead to his essay "What Is a Classic?" 
(1944). 

By the time of this essay, "metaphysical" had long been superseded 
by another term of approbation, "classic." The classic has the same 
characteristics as the metaphysical: universality, comprehensive
ness, and fusion of thought and feeling. In addition, Homer and 
Shakespeare, just as th~y were not metaphysical, are not classic 
either. Now, however, Eliot is better equipped to state his reasons: 
their societies were not "mature." He had argued in earlier writings 
that the worth of a poet's work should be measured by the greatness 
of the underlying philosophy: Shakespeare's age was not a mature 
time for philosophy. Eliot had also stated that literary criticism was 
only the beginning of the study of poetry: it should be completed by 
criticism from a "definite ethical and theological standpoint." 16 In 
Shakespeare's work Eliot has trouble detecting a deep religious sen
sibility. This limited religious sensibility is a sign of the fragmentation 
of common culture in Europe since Dante's time. Eliot's interest in 
the historical background of literary production might seem to imply 
a denial of the possibility that poets can transcend their historical 
circumstances. This denial might seem consistent with Eliot's earlier 
statement that poets surrender themselves to their tradition and with 
his preoccupation in his own poetry with the problem of transcending 
time. But the denial is only apparent. 

Eliot's excursion into literary history in the Clark lectures leads him 
not to critical relativism, but to some criteria of poetic worth. Litera
tures develop and mature. As a result, literary works can be ranked. 
"A mature literature," Eliot was to write later, "has a history behind 
it"-history defined as "an ordered though unconscious progress of a 
language to realize its potentialities within its own lirnitations." 17 In 
anticipation of this later formulation, the Clark lectures show that 
historicism need not mean neglect of questions of value. For Eliot, 
history does not provide grounds for forsakingjudgments of value, but 
constitutes a basis for standards of transcendent value. Eliot is a 
historicist, but his historicism is in the service of classicism. 

This all-too-brief survey of Eliot's later criticism should suffice to 
show how regularly Eliot retumed to the Clark lectures. With the 
lectures out of view, the issues and themes taken up in the later essays 
seem newer than they would otherwise: Eliot appears to be dealing 
with fresh thoughts. With the lectures in view, Eliot's criticism seems 
more static and richer than it once appeared. It seems doubtful that 
he ever really belonged to the period of the New Criticism, though he 
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may have helped to initiate it. 18 If in moving beyond formalism, 
literary critics and scholars of the last three decades or so had thought 
they were leaving Eliot behind, they were wrong. Eliot had already 
gone beyond formalism and been where they are now. Literary theory, 
it seems, is still trying to catch up with him. 19 

* * * * 
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19. I will cite one example of the Eliotic tincture of some current literary 
theory: "there can be no general theory of canon formation that would 
predict or account for the canonization of any particular work, without 
specif'ying first the unique historical conditions of that work's produc
tion and reception. Neither the social identity of the author nor the 
work's proclaimed or tacit ideological messages definitively explain 
canonical status" (John Gu!llory, Cultural Capital: The Problem of 
Literary Canon Fonnation [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1993]. 85). This seems .. to be a more Latinate version of much of what 
Eliot says in "What Is a Classic?" I don't think that I have caught up 
with Eliot either, since I am hardly as comprehensive as Eliot would 
have demanded. But I owe thanks to members of a preceptorial in the 
fall of 1994 for helping me make up some ground. 
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A Suitable Boy: A Novel 
by Vikram Seth. 
(First published in India in 1993) 
Harper Collins, 1993, 1379 pp. 

Eva T. H. Brann 

What are book reviews for? Some are to vent righteous spleen-a 
scribbler has wasted our time, and here is the moment for revenge. 
Some are to establish superiority-what an author has made a critic 
can now break. Some are to whet the appetite-a writer has captivated 
our attention, and now we want to entice others into the same 
delighted captivity. 

It is this third motive that causes me to report on my recent reading 
of A Suitable Boy by Seth (pronounced to rhyme with "gate" or "great"). 
To persuade one's friends to read even an ordinary-sized novel is a 
responsibility. They part with some of their money and invest some of 
their life. But here is a huge book, a three-weeks' book for a gulping 
reader like myself, or a three-months read at a more moderate pace. 
I will venture to attempt to snaffle you into it, and upon my head be it. 

Moreover, while you are at it you might as well, I suggest, read 
Seth's two earlier books, From Heaven Lake (1983) and The Golden 
Gate ( 1986). 

From Heaven Lake is, as far as I know, the latest in that proud 
procession of"making it to Lhasa" books. I have a love for.trave1 books 
which has become a passion since I spend most of my life in an office. 
[fhis passion is aided and abetted by one of our alumni, Jerry Caplan, 
A'73, with whom I exchange title for title and sometimes book for book. 
In fact, From Heaven Lake went out to him yesterday.) Among travel 
books I read most avidly the Tibetan type, for the intrepidity required 
of the travellers, for the stupendousness of the Himalayan "Roof of the 
World," for the romance of the real Shangri-la, for the mystery of 
forbidden Lhasa, for the grandeur of Potala Palace, for the strange 
plausibility of Buddhist practice, and-this reading is in a different 
key-for the pathos of the destruction wreaked on this vulnerably 
beautiful civilization by the Communist Chinese in the sixties. Before 
getting back to Seth, I cannot resist here recommending the Tibetan 
books of Alexandra David-Neel. the most adaptable, courageous, 
Eva T. H. Brann is Dean at St. John's College, Annapolis. 
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learned and funny member of that astounding tribe of women travel
lers who for three centmies now have been making distant worlds 
unsafe for officialdom. 

Seth's Tibet book makes delightful reading, but l mention it here 
really mostly because on occasion it breaks into verse. Such occa
sional verse foreshadows his next book and first novel, The Golden 
Gate: A Novel in Verse. (Versification is, it seems, a different art from 
poetry; Seth has also published two books of poems, one of them called 
The Humble Administrator's Garden, which I have not read.) The 
Golden Gate is a California novel-and thus for us orientals a kind of 
travel book-written entirely in an iambic tetrameter stanza with a 
complex rhyme scheme borrowed from Johnston's "luminous trans
lation" ofPushkin's Eugene Onegin. (On Seth's versified recommenda
tion I bought it, and spent several happy nights discovertng that the 
Russian national epic is, of all things, witty.) 

"A Novel in Verse" may sound unlikely if not repellent. Seth reports 
attending a party 

Hosted by (long live) Thomas Cook 
Where my Tibetan travel book 
Was honored 

and an editor 

seized my arm: "Dear fellow, 
What's your next work? "A Novel... Great! 
We hope that you, dear Mr. Seth-" 
" ... In verse," I added. He turned yellow. 

In fact, it turns out to be more readable than many a prose novel, and 
for all its playfulness, quite moving. It also seems to me to prefigure 
one of the qualities that makes A Suitable Boy so engaging a work-in
volvement. I mean that each of the cast of characters is involved with 
all the others, in selies or in parallel, in accordance with the recognized 
register of traditional and contemporary "relationships"-lover, ex
lover, divorced lover, paterfamilias, materfamilias, counsellor, physi
cian, husband, wife, fliend, fellow-demonstrator, support-giver, and 
suitor, unsuitable or suitable. The verse novel and the prose novel-A 
Suitable Boy is subtitled A Novel as if to set it off from The Golden 
Gate-have this feature in common, that the author has an easy 
command of every local tradition and every latest trend, yet presents, 
for all his huge absorptive virtuosity, no superciliously scintillating 
comedy of manners, but a warm, even loving, account of the human 
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nodes in which these conventional relations terminate, in California 
or in India. 

Why, besides the reason given, is A Suitable Boy subtitled A Novel, 
I keep wondering. What else could it be? Well, judging by its length, 
it my be taken for another Anglo-Sanscrit epic. (There is actually such 
a book by Shashi Tharoor, a very funny book full of English and 
Sanscrit literary allusions, called The GreatlndianNovel, 1989, based 
on and named after the JVahabharata.) Or it might be read as a social 
history oflndia, (Seth did do a lot of research) or as seven novels bound 
in one (Seth had actually planned a series of novels covering half a 
century). In fact, it is all of these. But it is, I suppose the author meant, 
above all and unabashedly a novel at a time when the novel has been 
pronounced a finished genre. Critics have remarked that Seth is quite 
unaffected by this news and that he is determinedly unexperimental, 
just as if straight novel-writing were still an option. 

Here I cannot resist recurring to a favorite observation of mine, a 
secret by now so open that the critics have begun to bruit it about. It 
is a fact designed to make those of us who wield English As A Second 
Language proud and pleased. The English language is about the nicest 
thing that happened to us immigrants. It is the thing we gained, 
whatever else we lost, and now our debt is being repaid. For while the 
language and its literature is under assault by popular carelessness 
and intellectual wilfulness in its home countries, the fom1er margins 
are coming to the rescue. The most agile, handsome, freshly traditional 
Engiish is being written by bilingual authors at home in Chinese, 
Japanese, Arabic, and Hindi-to name some I know, by Timothy Mo, 
Kazuo lshiguru, Tayeb Salih, and Vikrarn Seth himself. They display 
an unselfconcious sense of possession and an unabashed English 
literacy. (The character who seems to represent Seth himself in the 
book, the eligible young writer Amit Chatterji, has it said of him that 
"Jane Austen is the only woman in his life," and Amit himself excuses 
the over-a-thousand page novel he is writing by reference to Middle
march-now on our program, I am happy to· say.) And their novels are 
full of novelistic invention-so rich in current content. who cares if the 
form be passe. 

I have heard, and could in any case have guessed, that the use of 
English is a fiercely touchy issue in India, but while the nationalists 
and intellectuals argue, the writers write. Seth went home to live with 
his family in New Delhi to write his novel, and it appears to me to be 
an Indian Novel. At least I seemed to learn a lot about a time in India 
of special interest to me, the years 1951-52, half a decade after 
Independence and Partition. As readers of my reviews in this journal 
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may recall, I am a great admirer of Paul Scott's Raj Quartet, and Seth's 
period falls between that work and its sequel, Staying On. (I hope one 
day to learn what Seth thinks of this predecessor work, which he must, 
somehow, have taken into account. There is, for example, an invented 
city, Brahmpur, in Seth's book, of which "a few misguided souls" 
assert that its name means "the city of illusion and error;" such a city 
name, Mayapore, also occurs in Scott's Jewel in the Crown.) But then 
agaln A Suitable Boy is an.Anglo-Indian novel, and the mode of being 
Indian that several of its protagonists display is to out-English the 
English. This mode may seem shameful or comical to people devoted 
to ressenttment, but to me the point is that these devotees to anglici
zation succeed so well. Their English is pleasantly and playfully 
correct, they have appropriated Shakespeare, and they can quote 
more English poets than I have even heard of. ''They," of course, means 
Seth himself, whose gift for language play is marvelous. Indian English 
is many-voiced, and Seth renders the variants with affection. There is 
the nonchalant idiom of the Oxbridge graduate, the just-off diction of 
the Midlands university student, the over-correctness of the home
tralned official, and, most delightful, the inspired solecism of the babu, 
the Hindu clerk. A family retalner, Biswas Babu, has a genius that 
way: "a different kettle of tea," advice that "runs off your back like 
duck's water," and "commenstruable" for "commensurable." The most 
hilarious passages in an often very funny book are Seth's renditions 
of the English verses written by the members of the Brahmpur Literary 
Society. 

The authmial voice is, in contrast, smoothly unobtrusive, to let the 
various flavors of spoken speech come out. Seth, wisely, makes no 
concessions to the non-Indian reader's ignorance of the ordinary terms 
of Indian life, such as titles or colloquial terms like angreziyath, 
evidently something like "anglomania". (This guess was confirmed by 
a friendly functionary at the Indian Embassy.) In particular, there is 
incessant reference to delicious sounding but image-void foods and 
drinks. What for example, might a gulabjumam be? A sweet, it is clear 
and appetizingly gloppy-sounding, but made of what? So, like life, this 
novel requires us to live with and around these terminological mys
teries. No doubt a future edition will give in and supply a glossary. 

Besides the pervasive comedy of language, the book has some 
lovably, comic characters. If you like the literature of the Jewish 
Mother, you will love emotive Mrs. Mehra, whose daughter, Lata, is 
the heroine of the book, the one for whom "a suitable boy" is to be 
found. There is also an irresistible child. (To me the presence of such 
a personage, like Petya Rostov in War and Peace, is the penultimate 
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test of an author's skill.) His name is Bhaskar Kapoor. and he is Lata's 
little nephew. He is a mathematical monomaniac. For example, here 
his favorite uncle. Maan, is taking his leave: 

'Bye. Maan Maama ... oh, did you know that if you have a 
triangle like this, and if you draw squares on the sides like 
this, and then add up these two squares you get a square,' 
Bhaskar gesticulated. 'Every time.' he added . 

.. 
'Yes. I do know that.' Smug frog, thought Maan. · ... Do you 
want a good-bye sum?' 

We would have to invent an AP Freshman mathematics tutorial for 
that little genius. 

This same Bhaskar nearly dies. This is a novel of ordinary life, and 
mostly of middle class life at that. Seth has a gift for making the 
narrative run along like a colorless stream of water with a constant 
rippling of events. again like life. And then suddenly. and yet again 
like life. a torrential disaster comes rushing down. There is the horror 
at the Pul Mela. the venue of a great Ganges festival, where crowds 
panic, a thousand are dead in a quarter of an hour, and Bhaskar's 
hand slips "digit by digit" out of his mother's grasp. The reader, this 
reader at least. immersed tn the stream of action thinks. "Oh no, not 
Bhaskar!" and an instant later, stepping outside. "Must he-Seth-do 
that to us?" 

Seth's ability to build up a catastrophe. be it for a crowd or for a 
character, by a slow-rising of the narrative flow. to write a tempestuous 
episode. and then, as happens in life, to let it die down and stream 
away. is remarkable. Equally accomplished is his weavtng of the web 
of involvement I spoke of before. 

There are four families: the three Hindu clans, the private middle 
class Mehras. the political Kapoors. the literately chattertng, couplet
making Chatterjis, and fourth. the demoted, post-Independence naw
abs. the Muslim Khans. The Hindu families are related to each other 
by marriage and to the Muslims by friendship. The author has kindly 
supplied a family chart. 

The bar to tnterreligious marriage is one of the novel's lines. In a 
bookstore, Lata meets a handsome young Muslim. "the most unsuit
able boy of all," Kabir. She is flipping through Tennyson and he 
recommends to her Courant and Robbtns (a delightful all-purpose 
mathematics text which we once used in the junior mathematics 
tutorial). Passionate love develops. but ultimately. by her own will. she 
yields to her mother's wishes. It is neither tragedy or sudden glory, 
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and it reminds us that a novelist's proper function is to make the 
non-tragic and the inglortous, that is, ordinary life, deeply satisfying. 

Other issues are unobtrusively broached: the obsessive intra-In
dian color consciousness, the unextirpated caste system, the struggles 
of the energetic commercial classes (we learn a lot about the shoe 
trade), the ramshackle and rambunctious new democracy, and the 
tenacious struggle of an old religion against modem imputations of 
superstition. The point is ,that it is all done through the lives of people 
who are knit into a network of blood and social and emotional 
relations. Seth's control, his ability to yield to his characters the 
freedom to be, while keeping them enmeshed each with all, is what 
seems to me his main novelistic virtue, over and above even his 
linguistic and observational virtuosity. 

To the West, India seems infinite, but A Suitable Boy is only long. 
Seth by craft has managed to impose closure on his temporal slice 
through her enormous life-though, happily, without foreclosing a 
continuation, in Indian fashion. The versified table of contents ends 
with a half-promise: 

The curtain falls, the players take their bow 
And wander off the stage-at least for now. 



Karate-Do and Zen: 
An Inquiry 
by Jorge H. -Aigla 
Do Press, 1994. 

James Carey 

This book deals with the question of how Zen Buddhism as a practice 
can be realized in a setting which might at first glance seem altogether 
antithetical to it. The author, Jorge H. -Aigla, has been practicing the 
martial arts for the past 25 years, and is currently ranked fifth Dan 
(i.e., holds a fifth degree black belt), master instructor, in Wado Ki 
Kai Karate- Do, a style of Shoto Kan Karate-Do. His famfiiartty with 
the martial arts is broad and deep. After practicing medicine in San 
Francisco for six years, he joined the teaching faculty of St. John's 
College in 1985. Over the past decade he has offered free classes in 
Karate-Do to interested members of the college community. During this 
time he has also read widely and has deepened his understanding of 
Eastern and Western thought. His book is a readable, intelligent account 
of both the spirttual roots and the physical principles of Karate-Do. 

Most people in this country think of Karate only as a bare-handed 
fighting method of Asian migin. Few, even among its practitioners. 
think of it as a Do. The Japanese word "Do" is derived from the Chinese 
word "Dao'' (sometimes spelled "Tao''). and is conventionally translated 
as "way". Karate-Do might then be construed as a way oflife infused 
with the principles of Karate. This formulation is insufficiently exact, for 
almost any set of principles, drawn from any sources however dubious, 
could be said to constitute a way of life, for better or worse. But Karate, 
along with several other Asian martial arts and activities such as 
calligraphy, flower arrangement, and the tea ceremony, is held to be a 
means of access to and a wakeful participation in the Way, the latter 
being understood as an impersonal and underlying, though largely 
concealed, principle of harmony immanently governing the world. 

Karate-Do and Zen- An Inquiry elucidates the concept of the Way, 
which is of Taoist origin, in relation to the Buddhist concept of 
emptiness (Sunyata). Mr. Aigla presents a thoughtful account of how 
an individual who would take his bearings by these concepts should 
regard himself in relation to the environing world, and to his fellows 
Mr. Carey is a tutor at St. John's College in Santa Fe and coordinator for the new 
Graduate Program in Eastern Classics. He has been a practitioner of Genji Kai 
Karate for the past eight years. 
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In particular. Sunyata as a principle applicable to man means primar
ily emptiness of ego, absence of self-centeredness. In the course of 
practicing a martial art one discovers that solicitude for the self Is a 
gross Impediment, most conspicuously In those situations where it 
might have seemed least dispensable. Indeed, the very expression 
"self-defense" Is misleading, certainly as a name for the goal of 
learning a martial art, since focussing on the self Is a principal 
hindrance to proper execution of the movements that comprise the 
art. The more one forgets 'oneself and allows these movements to take 
on a life of their own, to happen automatically, so to speak, the greater 
one's prospects of achieving technical proficiency and, paradoxically, 
the greater one's prospects of successful self-defense should the 
extreme situation arise In which one is forced into a fight. 

Karate-Do, as an attunement to the Way, comprises specific fea
tures that are unique to It and to a few other martial arts. One of these 
is the Kata, which is a form, a set of movements and techniques 
performed in a prescribed sequence. Each style of Karate has Katas 
that are unique to it, though there is considerable overlap, and the 
number of Katas included in the different styles varies widely. Some 
Katas are quite old. There is nothing comparable to them in Western 
boxing or wrestling, or in Western sports generally. The closest parallel 
could be found in gymnastics, although there the order of movements 
is not entirely prescribed. The foundations of any Kata are the basic 
techniques: blocks, strikes, punches, and kicks, executed from a 
variety of stances. Mr. Aigla laments the custom in many schools of 
rushing the beginning Karateka (or practitioner of Karate) from these 
basics into Kata. "Basics are never to be quickly gotten over with: they 
are to be gone through patiently and with full commitment; they are 
to be lived "(p.55). Only if a Kata is fmnly grounded in the basic 
techniques can it be performed with spirit. As the Karateka becomes 
more and more experienced in the performance of a given Kata, he 
reaches a point where the movements begin to come of their own 
accord. "When a Katais well done it actually ends up being embodied 
in the practitioner: a Kata is said to be learned only when it is done 
with full spirit and emotional content. I say the Karateka 'does a Kata'; 
it would be just as accurate to say that 'the Kata does the Karatekd 
by carrying him through its movements" (p.56). After many years of 
practice, "the Karateka realizes that the rhythm and timing of the 
particular Kata seem to spring out of the Kata itself: the Kata is 
teaching itself' (p.62). Since the movements of the Kata are the very 
ones that would come into play in a combat situation, the Kata is 
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properly performed with gravity as well as with spirit. "Kata is the 
heartbeat of Karate -Do, one indispensable way into the Way." (p.65) 

It should go without saying that the true Karateka hopes that 
actual combat will never take place. He is deterrn1ned to stay out of a 
fight at almost any cost, though he has developed the confidence that 
if he is forced into one he will give a respectable account of himself 
and his art. In place of fighting, the Karateka engages in Kumtte, or 
controlled sparring. Wh~ther the Kumite is highly formalized and 
prearranged or whether it is "free," the Karateka, as Mr. Aigla stresses, 
must regard his opponent not as an enemy but as a "partner," and 
the exchange of techniques as a kind of"conversatlon." Kumite "is one 
of the highest and most beautiful forms of intercourse, conversation, 
and empathy; it requires care, restraint, and acknowledgment of 
another's humanity" (p. 74). Contrary to the common impression, the 
genuine Sensei, or instructor, is not someone at whose feet disciples 
reverently sit as recipients of an esoteric teaching delivered from on 
high. In spite of the formality that reigns in the Do-jo, the Sensei is a 
partner in the learning that takes place. He learns with his students 
and from them. Nowhere is this fact more conspicuous than in Kumite 
between Sensei and aspirtng Karateka. 

AB Mr. Aigla insists, the goal in Kumite is never to hurt the 
opponent. Indeed, since self-mastery is the central goal of Karate, the 
real opponent is ultimately oneself. Even if and when forced into an 
actual combat situation, the Karateka is obliged to use no more force 
than is needed to convince his assailant of the pointlessness of further 
aggression. Karate-Do is essentially an ethical Way, and the formal 
Katas habituate the Karateka into this ethical Way. "Karate-Do is 
moral training as well as physical conditioning" (p.l8). Mr. Aigla notes 
that most Katas begin and end in exactly the same spot, even though 
the intervening motions have coursed widely from this spot. He 
interprets this as embodying the Zen Buddhist conception of the 
identity of beginning and end. "Katais mora! geometry" (p.61). Appro
prtately, the sign of accomplishment in Karate is the belt, its color 
indicating the rank attained by the wearer. "A belt crosses the tanden 
or hara-the belly. It envelops and supports the moral center of the 
practitioner" (p.l45). These quotations give one a sense of the pre
vailing tone of Karate-Do and Zen. 

Mr. Aigla treats a variety of other features of Karate with the same 
sensitivity and perspicacity that characterize his treatment of Kata 
and Kumite. Among these are the way in which the Karateka is to 
regard the Do-Jo, or training hall, the bow and what it signifies, and 
the Kiai, which is the charactertstic shout that takes place at certain 
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points in the performance of a Kata and during Kumite. Mr. Aigla's 
treatment of the Kiai draws from his extensive knowledge of anatomy 
and physiology. Without attempting to give a comprehensive physi
ological account of all the remarkable things a trained Karateka can 
do, Mr. Aigla refutes the more preposterous claims that have been 
made by instructors who in their zeal to attract students overlook the 
fmdings of basic physics and biology. In fact, Karate-Do and Zen is 
unusual among books in the martial arts in its combination of 
scientific learning and detachment, on the one hand, and openness 
to experiences that do not yield to a reductive analysis. on the other. 
At the conclusion of a scientifically compelling account of how even 
slightly built Karatekas are able to concentrate an exceptional amount 
of power in their techniques, Mr. Aigla offers some intriguing sugges
tions on the physiology that lies behind the increase in power contrib
uted by the KiaL But, conceding that these suggestions are highly 
speculative, he concludes, "this augmentation of power comes from 
Mushin [no mind] during a true and deep Kiaf' (p.l38). Earlier in the 
book Mushin has been described as a "mode and type of emptiness." 
(p.57) and as a deep "mystery" that defies logical analysis (p.58). 

Karate-Do and Zen contains, as a corollary to the Buddhist prin
ciple of Sunyata, an argument against the substantial identity of the 
mind over and against the transient biological processes that consti
tute the body. The arguments and the evidence Mr. Aigla adduces 
against "mind-body" dualism, drawn largely from the experience one 
has of being a "creature of movement," are provocative and illuminat
ing. Even intractable dualists, such as the Wliter of this review, have 
to concede that none of the traditional philosophical conceptions of 
the mind-body relationship, from the more subtle accounts one finds 
in Greek antiquity to the cruder (and justly parodied) "ghost-in-a
machine" models of early modern philosophy, render altogether com
prehensible the intimacy of this relationship. 

Mr. Aigla has written a book that is informative and balanced. It 
is replete with specific references to authors read on the program at 
St. John's, and is written virtually in the form of a continuous 
conversation with them. The book constitutes a bracing response to 
those who are inclined to deride the body as a mere appendage to the 
intellect. particularly those by whom the body is alternately despised, 
pampered, and debauched. The author makes a compelling case for 
how the discipline of the martial arts can assist in habituating 
"creatures of movement" into inner harmony, integrity. self-mastery, 
and generosity. Karate-Do and Zen-An Inquiry admirably conveys the 
ethos of Karate at it is best. 
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Each volume In the Twayne's Master Studies offers a "lively critical 
reading of a single classic text." The readings are Intended to be 
Introductions, aimed principally at undergraduates but also at anyone 
looking for an Informed yet uncluttered guide to entering-or re-en
tering-the essential plain of thought in a classic work. Jacob How
land's reading of Plato's Republic does the job splendidly. It is concise, 
readable, and animated by a deep grasp of the dialogue as a whole, 
brimming over with discussable topics and Inviting elaboration at 
every tum. As is fitting for such an Introduction, not everything the 
author might have said has been said. Howland has admirably 
balanced authorial restraint and pedagogical provocation, without 
falling into over-simplification and without patronizing his audience. 
In all likelihood there is no comprehending Plato's Republic in a single 
book, but Howland leaves no doubt that he has his finger on its pulse. 
I know of no other book devoted to the Republic that so straightfor
wardly furnishes a healthy orientation to Plato's philosophic inten
tions. It will be of unqualified interest both to first-time students of 
the Republic and to their teachers. Yetlt will also intrigue those looking 
for further, responsible light on apparently well-worn paths. A most 
inviting, helpful reading. 

What sort of background material is appropriate for approaching a 
Platonic dialogue? Howland deals with the issue straightforwardly and 
sensibly. There is a chronology of Plato's life and works (pp. xl-xiv). 
detailed in precisely the way beginning readers want and need. The 
book proper begins with a short chapter on cultural context (pp. 3-9) 
whose topics are: (1) the contest (agon) regarding the best life, (2) the 
unique character of the polis, and (3) the dangerously fruitful tensions 
associated with the love ofhonor and striving for excellence. Howland's 
sense of context is thus far from historicist; it is topical and thematic, 

Carl Page is a tutor at the Annapolis campus of St. John's College. 
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therefore useful. This observation applies throughout. Three further 
chapters-also short, informative, and cleaving to essentials-address 
the intellectual, critical context of Platonic writing (pp. 10-31). Re
marks on the Republic as political philosophy precede a discussion of 
Aristophanes' contemporary challenge to Socratic philosophizing, 
Aristotle's qualms about Socratic extremism, and Karl Popper's well
known if misconceived diatribe. This puts the topics of sophistry and 
political responsibility on the table. A brief section on poetry and 
tragedy follows, with special reference to Nietzsche and a mention of 
recent scholars such as Martha Nussbaum (The Fragility of Goodness]. 
In all cases, Howland uses the familiar names to raise and represent 
deep, pervasive themes evident in Plato's own work. A chapter on 
Platonic dialogue as philosophic drama completes the orientation. It 
emphasizes how the poetics of the Republic explicitly and self-con
sciously draw from tragedy, comedy, and epic all at once, permitting 
eros and order, irony and death to become commensurable in the 
genre of Platonic dialogue, a genre akin, perhaps, to the all but lost 
form of the satyr-play (p. 31). 

The Republic emerges as an artwork whose supporting web is drawn 
directly from the practical, political realities of the ancient polis and 
from the theoretical, intellectual concerns of a literate culture in
tensely aware of the dynamic, unstable relations between speech 
(logos) and deed (ergon). It is far from spectatorial, accidentaL uncom
mitted; it enters fully-armed into the agon for wisdom, challenging all 
previous authorities from Homer on. The tapestry of allusion that gives 
so much body to the dialogue, therefore, is essential to its purpose-a 
tapestry that Howland's reading makes both compelling and unavoidable. 

His subtitle-The Odyssey of Philosophy-points to a central motif 
of Plato's tapestry: "the homeward quest of Odysseus is woven into 
the dialogue as a mythical subtext ofits philosophic action" (p. 32). 
meaning that "philosophy ... attempts a kind of 'homecoming' for hu
man beings-not a literal, physical homecoming but a metaphysical 
homecoming of the soul" (p. 49). Such homecoming gets its sense from 
an embattled estrangement caused by "the multifarious attractions of 
full-blown erotic liberty," against which "Socrates must defend both 
philosophy and justice" (p. 39). The outwardly political problem of 
justice cannot but return to the problem of intelligently rectil'ying 
desire. Howland places emphasis on the latter throughout. 

More specifically, however, Odysseus's own famous voyage is di
rectly reflected into many details of the text (pp. 4 7 -54). The framework 
has three main parts: (1) Odysseus's fantastic adventures amongst 
monsters, goddesses, and dead souls (cf. books 1-5). (2) his sojourn 
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with the Phaeacians "whose nearness to the gods and freedom from 
cares, pain, and toil betoken their distance from things human" (p. 
47) (cf. books 5-7), and (3) his retum to the real potis of Ithaca (cf. 
books 8-1 0). The three waves that mark the apparently digressive 
transition from the severe, purged version of the city-in-speech of the 
earlier books to the Kallipolis of the middle books mark "a transition 
analogous to that undergone by Odysseus when ... he leaves Calypso's 
island cave" and is even~ually thrown up onto the sands of Scheria. 
The parallel is suggestiVe. Calypso enchants, yet Odysseus cannot 
hide his human longing, just as the purged city attempts but fails to 
draw a veil over eros. Yet Kallipolis, too, is defective. It is defective in 
direct proportion to the ways that the fantastic kingdom of the 
Phaeacians cannot be the real kingdom of Ithaca-an incommen
surability implied by the permanent isolation of the Phaeacians after 
Odysseus's visit. ''The Phaeacian rulers Alkinoos and Arete-King 
'Mighty Mind' and Queen 'Virtue'-provide a Homeric analog to the 
humanly impossible hegemony of intellect and virtue in the Kallipolis" 
(p. 53). The impossible Phaeacian monarchs are the paradigm of 
Socrates' Philosopher King. Socrates, in contrast, "is far closer to the 
roving, polytropic Odysseus" (p. 117). 

Howland's commentary proper begins at chapter 6, "A Host of 
Challenges" (pp. 56-76). He reads the wonderful drama of book 1 with 
fine attention to detail, interpreting its development as a display of the 
"birth of philosophic discourse" (p. 77), inflected by the as yet unex
amined tensions and relations between virtue, eros, spiritedness 
(thumos), poetry, and skill or art (techne). Glaucon's interruption at 
the beginning of book 2 brings to the fore the problem of "the tyranny 
of desire" (pp. 79-84), seconded by his brother's moral indignation (pp. 
84-86), a ragged reflection of virtue's discipline. Kallipolis, on the one 
hand, and the purged city of the militarized Guardians ("the City of 
Adeimantus"), on the other, will become coordinated with the two 
brothers in a hunt for the polity that combines the moderation of 
Adeimantus's first approximation ("the City of Pigs") and the humanity 
of Glaucon's ("the Feverish City"). The fundamental tension is eros vs. 
education: "insofar as eros is tyrannical and unjust, it must be 
subdued by the city; insofar as it is essential to being human, it must 
be nurtured" (pp. 92-93). 

The main constructive part of the city-in-speech (roughly, books 
3-6) is a ''Tale ofTwo Cities" (pp. 94-118), told as asortofAristophanic 
comedy against the epic backdrop already explicated. The tragic 
perspective will be integrated later as Kallipolis unravels (cf. RP 
8.545e). Adeimantus's city of dyed-in-the-wool Guardians seems to 
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tame Glauconian thumos, but evidently falls to educate potentially 
philosophic eros (pp. 94-104). It is not even clear that Guardian dogs 
might not yet still be wolves, an instability flagged by the expulsion of 
divinely inspired poets and the political need for Noble Lies. Polemar
chus's interruption, at the beginning of book 5, on behalf of ordinary 
sexual eros and its natural, familial attachments prompts the second 
phase of Socrates' epic comedy, an essay in the suppression of "erotic 
necessity" (RP 5.458d). "Necessity is precisely what Socrates, with 
Promethean arrogance, attempts to overcome in the Kallipolis" (pp. 
111-12). Beauty and sex are sundered, as Socrates argues custom 
away in favor of nature. Auxiliary Guardians tum into beasts, bred 
like the dogs after which they were oliginally modeled, and by the time 
Socrates is done with Philosopher Kings they have correlatively turned 
into abstract, all but motionless and certainly anerotic gods. 

With the image of Philosopher Kings, Socrates has provoked in 
Glaucon a culiosity about the nature of philosophy. But the image is 
a piece of philosophic poetry, a comic mask, whose partial truths need 
fuller explication. Howland thus turns to the different style of imagery 
presented in books 6 and 7. The images of Sun, Line, and Cave 
"illuminate the 'wandering,' stliving character of Socratic philosophiz
ing" (p. 118). They embody the resources of"Philosophical Imagination 
and Prophecy"-the subtitle to Howland's chapter 9. His reading of 
these much discussed passages keeps philosophic eros and Socratic 
craft (poiesfs) in view throughout. The account of the Divided Line 
draws heavily on and duly acknowledges Jacob Klein's Meno book, 
while Howland offers his own, relatively extended interpretation of the 
Cave in terms of"what could be called the locatedness-within-detach
ment of the human place" (p. 133). In his lich account, Howland shows 
how that predicament is differently approached by the philosopher. 
the prophetic poet, and the sophist, a reading that lays the foundation 
for appreciating the deep kinship between poetry and philosophy in 
particular. For although eikasia ("Imagination") Is necessary for philo
sophic education, its work belongs to poetry: "the responsibility must 
lie with prophetic imagemakers. whose craft reflects and preserves 
within the tradition at least some part of the truth about the noble, 
the just, and the good" (p. 142). 

A final chapter deals bliefly with the dissolution ofKallipolis, a tale 
showing that "although our erotic natures bear the impress of custom 
and convention they are never wholly mastered by nomos" (p. 150). 
The emphasis then falls on the Myth of Er, in particular on the "lottery 
of lives," which makes about as clear as can be "the superficiality of 
all nonphilosophical 'education'" (p. 151). 
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Most students reading the Republic for the first time-though not 
only they-are puzzled, not to say frustrated or even outraged, by the 
mounting oddities and ironies of the city-in-speech as Socrates and 
company move from the City of Pigs through to Kallipolis. Justice does 
not seem to get satisfactorily defined, as the reader is led to believe it 
might, and Socrates, so skeptical and liberal in other dialogues, seems 
distressingly sanguine, paternalistic, and even patronizing in his 
apparent political recom!Jlendations. Howland's treatment forestalls 
these problems, by simply and convincingly revealing how to begin 
reading a text as peculiar as Plato's. He shows how to take seriously 
the dialogue's playful, shimmeringly variegated (potkilos) exteriors 
without losing sight of its thoughtful interiors. All summaries and 
introductions run risk of becoming cartoons, but this is not the case 
here. Thoughtful readers are initiated into the demands of Plato's 
unique art. From there they may proceed to the hard work of making 
Platonic insights their own. 
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The winners of the contest for crossword number seven, Let's Be Liberal by 
EZRA, are: 

Beverly Angel, Austin, TX 
James Craig, Havre de Grace, MD 
Geoffrey Rommel, Berwyn, IL 

They have won $35 credits at the St. John's College Bookstore. 
The crossword contests have now come to an end. 
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