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Foreword 

Dear Polity, 
Thank you for picking up a copy of icr-ropia! As always, we hope to deliver interesting interviews 

and essays for you to peruse. What will not always stay the same is the deliverers of the message, so 
please welcome our new recruits: Ms. Dorothea Bowerfind (Al9) and Mr. Francisco Contreas Moran 
(A20). Both are experienced and passionate editors. Last issue, the original minds behind icr-ropia wrote 
about their optimism regarding the journal enduring beyond their graduation. The enthusiasm of both 
our new and current members gives me the confidence to say that the year-and-a-half benchmark this 
issue marks is but a small fraction of what this journal is going to accomplish. 

I would also like to address our newest subscribers, the class of 2020. Your class is personally 
dear to me, and I seriously appreciate the amount of enthusiasm you guys have brought to this campus. 
We at icr-ropia hope you are comfortably adjusting to your new environment, both socially and academ
ically. Now that you've found your footing, please consider submitting; spend some time contemplat
ing what really excites your academic interest and the effort will pay for itself when the time comes for 
annual essay writing. 

My sincere thanks go out to the tutors and students who worked hard to make these interviews 
and essays available before the break. To wrap up, I will share a personal anecdote: what we do at the 
journal makes sure I never forget how lucky I am to be at St. John's. I transferred here after spend-
ing three years at other universities, and it is incredible how accessible your intellectual peers are at 
St. John's. I never could have imagined taking a professor out to lunch and talking about not one, but 
every class with them. Nor would any of my classmates sit on the quad for hours after seminar to keep a 
discussion alive. Our work in the journal is in the same spirit of inquiry as those discussions. If you find 
reading these articles intellectually stimulating, I urge you to go out and bring the spirit of inquiry to life 
with your community - it makes St. John's better for all of us. 

Abraham Zhao 
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Dialogues 

Ms. Erica 
Ms. Zena 

Beall 
Bitz 

Mr. Bryan Luther 

Tutor: Ms. Erica Beall Interviewer: Seung Eun Lee(Al9) 

Ms. Erica Beall graduated from St. John's College in 2007 and has been a tutor at St John's College in 
Annapolis since 2015. This year Ms. Beall is teaching freshman laboratory, sophomore mathematics and 
sophomore seminar. Her degrees are in psychology. 

Ms. Lee: Psychology is an interesting 
subject, I mean, it always makes you be in this 
state of constant observation and I am just really 
curious. How does your knowledge in psychol
ogy affect the way you interact or perceive the 
class, or, in fact, even manage it? 

Ms. Beall: I think for me it's not a ques
tion of more observation, so much as it is more 
of a natural inclination to think about what it's 
like to be at the table. To reflect on the experi
ence of the conversation as well as the content of 
the conversation. And to a certain extent maybe 
I'm more aware of - oh, I don't know - physical 
cues, things that I've become used to observing 
in transcribing videotapes of human interaction 
as part of my research. But, you know, there are 
gestures and things like that that tend to signal 
certain attitudes or experiences. It's possible that 
I'm more aware of those than I otherwise would 
be but there's something so totally absorbing 
about being at the table in the classroom that it 
almost seems like it would be impossible to be a 
psychologist in the classroom and actually have 
the conversation at the same time. So, for the 
most part, I think I would say that I stop being 
a psychologist as soon as I walk into the class
room. 

Who knows if that was a freedom that I 
was seeking in coming back here? I'll have to 
reflect on that a little bit. 

Ms. Lee: Did you see yourself coming 
back here? If we look at the brief information 
we have on you on the college website, you ob
tained your degrees in psychology by 2015 then 
you came as a tutor and it almost seems like you 
had that in mind from the beginning. 

Ms. Beall: It's very funny because I've 
always thought of it as the kind of thing you 
can't really plan for or intend to do, like there is 
no training in becoming a tutor. There's no way 
to set that as your goal, or at least not that I can 

imagine. I mean, I try to think about what would 
I have done if I had graduated and said, "I'm 
coming back here to be a tutor." I can't imag
ine what I actually would have done, specifical
ly that would have seemed like it was moving 
decisively in that direction. I think to a certain 
extent the only thing that gets you back here or 
gets you here at all is having really, seriously 
pursued your interests and having really taken 
up questions that matter to you in a serious way 
and try to pursue them in a meaningful way, and 
develop the kind of curiosity that then makes 
this program as rich as it possibly can be. So, 
I would say, I never really thought of myself as 
being headed back here. And it hadn't really oc
curred to me until I relocated back to the east 
coast. And then, things sort of came together in a 
rather fortuitous way. And it was really teaching 
a freshman seminar that made it clear to me that 
this is something that I would want to do as my 
life, that I wanted a life at St. John's as opposed 
to a career in academia. So, I think, without hav
ing had some re-experience of the classroom, I 
might not have thought about that as being my 
primary objective. 

Ms. Lee: Since we've mentioned that 
you were a Johnnie student and now you are a 
Johnnie-alum tutor, do you see or perceive any 
changes? 

Ms. Beall: I mean, one of the big dif
ferences for me is that my activity in the class
room is not primarily about myself. I'm not there 
with the aim of figuring out what I think about 
the books which, incidentally, a certain amount 
of that activity does take place. Of course I'm 
reflecting and thinking but I'm there primarily 
for the sake of the other people who are there in 
a way that I think probably ought not to be the 
case for a student. There's a certain amount of 
selfishness in the St. John's student that I think 
is healthy and in some ways absolutely esstenial. 
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But I think that difference is significant in terms 
of what it's like to be a student as opposed to 
being a tutor. And there's also the kind of the 
struggling against having an agenda for a class, 
you know, having the sense that this aspect of 
this text really moved me. And this is very im
portant to me. If we don't get there we'll have 
failed. We'll have missed everything. And there 
is a certain extent to which your own excite
ment about the book has to be set aside be
cause your own excitement is your own and 
you're sort of obligated and in ways privileged 
to be able to simply be responsive to the expe
rience of other people reading the same thing. 

Ms. Lee: Would you say that there 
is one objective experience the author in
tended or should we hold different ex
periences to an equal degree of value? 

Ms. Beall: To the extent that we think 
about experiences as being of value - I think we 
have to be really careful. We might not want to 
use experience as a measure but we also have 
to be careful about thinking that we're try
ing to have the "right" experiences. I mean, 
it may be that in using the word "experience" 
I've opened things up to a kind of vagueness 
because the word is so broad and because, to 
a certain extent, that's not our aim. Our goal is 
not to have an experience. Our aim might be to 
come to some kind of common understanding 

or simply to engage seriously in the attempt to 
come to some kind of common understanding. 
Which I think isn't the same as an agreement 
or an alignment of experience. I think in some 
way we have to rely on a reflection, on what 
the book does to us and I think authors on the 
Program are to a certain extent aware of the ef
fect the book will have on us. But that's really 
only one aspect of the work that we're doing so 
I think not focusing on experience as the end 
or the object itself is probably really important. 

Ms Lee: You mentioned that one of 
the prime differences as a tutor, you don't 
get to explore your ideas as much, howev
er, is there a particular thing you have in 
mind when you ask a certain question that 
you're hoping that students will catch? 

Ms. Beall: I wish I were that clever. No, I 
think, I mean, with an opening question, I usu
ally want to have some sense of what the possi
bilities would be like in terms of it being taken 
up. I mean, I don't want to ask a question for 
which I myself couldn't possibly then suggest 
a direction. But ideally an opening question 
doesn't point decisively in any particular direc
tion. Ideally I think it gestures, but not with so 
much decisiveness that unless the students fig
ure it out, they won't be able to make good use 
of it. So, ideally, questions ought to be inviting 
more than directive but I think there is a big 

difference a lot of the time, between seminar 
conversation and a tutorial discussion. Ques
tions in a tutorial might be very specifically 
pointed at - to serve as an example - there is or 
there is not a right angle here, in this diagram. 
Which is it? So there's such a range of kinds 
of questions that it would be impossible to say, 
with any certain generality, of what the aim or 
the objective questions is. In some ways, that's 
what makes the job so interesting. It's like be
ing a carpenter with an unlimited number of 
tools at your disposal and sometimes you find 
one in the corner one you didn't even know you 
had! So there's a sort of response to difficulties 
you couldn't possibly have concocted ahead of 
time. It's not like, ''.Ah yes, when we get into 
this particular difficulty, I'll just ask this kind 
of question. And surely that will save us:' So to 
a certain extent, it really is just, ''.Alright. Well, 
we're stuck [and a lot of the time that includes 
me], so, when I set my mind to this, what is it 
that looks to me like a glimmer of something I 
could keep thinking about? Where do I think 
I could look, usually in the text? Where more 
thoughts could spring to mind as opposed to 
maybe the ones we are now repeating to our
selves and things like that;' I mean, so much 
depends on the context that it's really impossi
ble to say what the skill of being a tutor really is. 

Ms. Lee: Would you say tutors are just 
as clueless as students are? With respect to 
understanding or gauging how a class is doing? 

Ms. Beall: It's not so much cluelessness 
because I don't think the students are clueless 
either. We all have some sense, I think, of when 
we are flourishing and when we are not. This is 
one of those things that seems like a fairly deep
ly held intuition, even in the moments of our 
lives where we are most confused about what 
we want, when it would be least possible to say 
who we are and what we value, that there's still 
some part of us that can tell whether or not 
we are being-at-work-staying-ourselves, even 
when it's hard to say what that self is. So, I think, 
to the extent that classroom activity is one that 
aims for flourishing, students can tell whether 
or not they themselves, they the group are fully 
engaged and flourishing. And I think that's part 

of what's great about this education. It contin
ually puts those questions back on you. Am I 
really doing this activity in a way that either is 
meant to be done or is most satisfying for me to 
do it? Am I serving the good for myself and for 
my classmates? Or is there an "us" at the table? 
Or it is simply a collection of 'T's? Is it we or is 
it me? Just something along those lines, I think 
human beings have it in them to gauge wheth
er those things have or have not taken place. 

Ms. Lee: How is a class one? Students 
have core-mates (most students, at least), but 
all these people one interacts with will some
how differ. How does class unity work and 
how would those mechanisms function? 

Ms. Beall: I wonder how different a 
classroom is from real life, in that regard? Be
ing a human being and wanting things and 
having a sense of what's good for you and even 
what you think is good for other people. And 
then having always to be confronted with the 
world's tendency to not cooperate, or at least 
not in obvious or automatic ways. I don't know 
if I think the classroom is fundamentally dif
ferent from being human beings along with 
others and anywhere else. I mean, life is one 
big coordinated action problem. How do you 
think about what you want - what you think 
you ought to have in relation to what you think 
other people want and what you think they 
ought or ought not to have? Democracy has 
proposed one solution to that kind of problem 
and we've proposed, not so much a solution 
to that problem as an opportunity to turn that 
problem into a source of learning and becom
ing more fully human. There's not, I don't think, 
a way of gauging a class in terms of whether 
it ... I'm not sure. Were you thinking about the 
question of you're getting it right or not as a 
class? Figuring something out? Arriving at a 
truth that can be agreed upon by everyone? 

Ms. Lee: I was thinking about coming to 
an agreement with people. It is a number ofideas 
thrown at the table, all of them worth exploring. 

Ms. Beall: We could, just by way of 
imagining, what would it be like for everyone 
in the table to agree? How would you know that 
had happened? 
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Ms. Lee: Silence. I imagine that 
when everyone agrees, that there are no 
more questions asked which would mean 
that there is no more progress to be taken. 

Ms. Beall: That sounds like conversa
tion death! It sounds to me that it's the kind 
of thing that we want to avoid at all costs. If 
what you mean by silence is an end to activi
ty, not a reflective activity that doesn't involve 
speaking but an actual cessation of activity. 

I think agreement is overrated and I 
honestly think that we don't yearn for it as much 
as we sometimes say we do when we talk about 
what happens in class. I don't know if anyone 
walks into seminar thinking that they are there 
to reach an agreement about something. And of 
course it is something that we're very attuned 
to as social creatures. Am I in agreement with 
the people around me? Are there sources of 
tension or animosity in my environment right 
now? Of course these things are really import
ant to us but that is where the seminar or the 
classroom is different - that those things are 
not the ends in themselves. It's not an attempt 
to get along with other people. It's an attempt 
to undertake a certain kind of activity with 
them. To that extent, the question of whether 
or not agreement was reached can't really be 
the question which I guess makes it interesting 
that that comes up so often as being a potential 
gauge of of the activity that's being undertaken. 

Ms. Lee: So that makes me ask: What 
exactly are we trying do through discussions? 

Ms. Beall: What makes you think I'm 
going to be able to answer that question? 

Ms. Lee: Maybe an opinion? For ex
ample, the goal of seminar then, based on 
what you're saying, isn't necessarily to ask 
an opening question with a specific thing in 
mind and reach a conclusion everybody is 
happy with. That's not what you want. Then 
what is it? I'm going into discussion. What 
am I getting from this? A good conversa
tion, but what defines a good conversation? 

Ms. Beall: There are a few things I think 
we could think about. One would be finding 
out about what other people think. I would hate 
to leave a conversation thinking I had no idea 

what someone else thought about about any
thing. That seems to me to be a failed conversa
tion. I don't know if we ought to be particularly 
focused on the things that ... well, I hesitate to 
talk about what we are trying to do in terms 
of what we are trying not to do but a lot of the 
things we try to avoid are so difficult to avoid. 
It might be worth framing that avoidance as of 
being part of the goal. To cultivate habits of ci
vility. To be able to listen to something carefully 
and in earnest to something that doesn't appeal 
to you. To have the courage to expose yourself 
to ideas that give you bad feelings when you 
first encounter them and to make that itself a 
subject of inquiry and then to make good use 
of the fact that you have classmates to pursue 
that, to understand what it is in you to say yes 
to this and no to that, and why it is that an
other person does not have the same kind of 
intuitive reaction to something. So, ideally, a 
conversation is, to a certain extent, a tool for 
self-exploration. I think we should also actually 
value about knowing another human being and 
wondering, finding interesting the things that 
they say. So, I think what you want, when you 
walk into the room, is something like being-at
work-staying-yourself, insofar as yourself is a 
human being along with other human beings. 

Ms. Lee: You said that we're trying to ex
plore what other people have in mind and what 
you have in mind. Don't we already do what, 
in a way? Conversation seems to be such a 
daily and a natural thing in our lives. Where 
is the uniqueness coming from for St. John's? 

Ms. Beall: The text. You're being asked 
to do something very, very difficult along with 
other people and I think that's very important. 
There are conversations that are very easy to 
have. Some conversations you can have entirely 
through an internalized script that you can ac
tivate as though pushing a play button in your 
own mind, but you cannot have a scripted con
versation with any of these books. They simply 
don't allow that. And I think the difficulty of the 
material itself is absolutely essential to the kind 
of conversation that we are having - the value 
that we gain struggling to make sense of our 
own ideas, while at the same time, caring about 

and genuinely attempting to make sense of oth
er people's ideas. That kind of struggle isn't pos
sible, unless those ideas and articulating them 
are already a challenge. And that's where the 
virtues of courage and honesty enter into it. It 
doesn't take a huge amount of courage, and cer
tainly it doesn't require honesty to have conver
sation on a day-to-day life. But If you're going 
to have a real conversation in a St. John's class
room, both of those things have to be involved 
in great measure. And I think that's where we're 
doing something here that couldn't be done 
without the serious engagements in the kinds of 
things we are doing. That's what the Johnnies are 
getting that everyone else is not getting. Being 
forced to do difficult things completely in front 
of other people and along with other people. 

Think about freshmen chorus.You're 
there attempting to do something beautiful in 
front of and alongside of people who, at the be
ginning of the year, you barely know. You open 
your mouth and sound comes out. People can 
hear it and you have to trust them to a certain 
extent. So that every time you open your mouth, 
it won't feel like you're utterly exposed and vul
nerable. So, to a certain extent, freshman chorus 
is a good way of preparing what you are trying 
to do in the classroom which is to be there and 
make a genuine attempt to do something good, 
knowing full-well that you might open your 
mouth and make a sound no one likes to hear. 
And that has to be okay. Somehow. It doesn't 
have to stop being pleasant - it can still be sub
versive to experience a failure to articulate one's 
self. You say something and it is taken to mean 
something entirely different from what you 
meant. We are not trying to make that experi
ence not matter to us but we are trying to make 
ourselves courageous in the face of that possi
bility. That's another thing I don't think students 
are asked to do anywhere else. No one asks you 
to be courageous in the classroom the way St. 
John's does. And if the books weren't so diffi
cult, we couldn't demand that kind of courage. 

I think a lot of the difficulty comes from 
how complex things are. Following arguments, 
things that involve many, many, many obser
vations over many, many different things, all 

of which have to be brought together and held 
in mind together as a network of relations be
tween statements, and, ideas, and images - all 
of these things having been brought together 
to give an account of something that is almost 
impossible to look directly in the eye. We read 
the dialogues and at a certain point, you have 
to ask yourself whether anyone could have fol
lowed the chain of inferences that Socrates leads 
Meno through in his discussion of virtue just 
by listening. When you put pen to paper and it 
takes so long just to figure out what syllogisms 
produce what conclusions and you imagine just 
hearing that and not being able to pause and 
go back a step, I think following a chain of rea
soning is difficult. And that's what we are trying 
to do together. We are trying to keep in mind 
where we've been and what we have said, while 
thinking forward to what we might say and 
the books ask us to do that. That's just difficult. 

Do you know anybody who doesn't 
think the books are difficult? Some of them are 
difficult because they give us strong feelings 
that are hard to wrestle with. Some of them are 
difficult because they offend us. Some of them 
offend us because we don't see the point and it's 
frustrating to think that someone really intelli
gent would write a book that would say such a 
thing. There's so many different things we con
front that I think, even for a book where a per
son might say the argument is not complicat
ed, another person might say that the book is 
impossible because they just don't understand 
why a person would say what they had to say. 

Ms. Lee: Since we are talking more about 
books, I'm somewhat obligated to ask this. 

Ms. Beall: You are absolutely not ob
ligated. If you ask me what my favorite book 
is, I guarantee you that I will give you an 
unhelpful and an unilluminating answer. 

Ms. Lee: A slight change of question 
then. Which book of the Program books left a 
lasting impression on you? 

Ms. Beall: I feel like that no matter what 
I say, it's only going to be a half truth. Or may
be even one-quarter truth. Because it will be a 
choice among many that won't have a particular 
good account on why this book and not that book 
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out of all the ones and their various kinds ofimpact 
on me. I always find that, in some way, it's easiest 
to go to the Odyssey because I was really captivat
ed by it as a freshman, thinking about Odysseus' 
way of life, whether or not happiness seemed to 
be his chief aim. And if it was, what kind of hap
piness that might have been. I saw in that book a 
character I found to be utterly unfamiliar in some 
ways and profoundly familiar in other ways. And I 
think wrestling with that familiarity and unfamil
iarity was deeply affecting me and the first expe
riences I had with confronting real uncertainties 
for myself on what I wanted and what I thought 
was good in human beings and what happiness 
consisted of. And it may be that it's not a ques
tion that arises to some people through poetry 
or literature. Some people come to those kinds 
of questions through Aristotle. In some ways, it 
might be a more obvious place for that to take 
place and take shape explicitly. But for me, it was 
the Odyssey that raised the first question: What 
is happiness? And is it truly the aim of human 
life? That affected me deeply then and it still does. 

Ms. Lee: Just to revisit your years as a stu
dent, what were the challenges of being a John
nie-student and how did you overcome those 
challenges? 

Ms. Beall: One of the big challenges was 
never living up to the Great Books. That they 
were always just that. They're such massive 
achievements of human spirit and intellect, that 
there are times when that's exhilarating and in
spiring and livening - and times when it is almost 

depressing. You look at these massive achieve
ments and you ask, "How am ever I going to live 
up to all that this book has to offer me?" I think 
the thing the most overcomes that is to remem
ber that there is joy to be had in the books them
selves and not to think of them as something at 
stands outside of you. And so, I felt that for me, 
when I thought about the books as something on 
which I had to work, it would begin to feel im
possible at times. But when I thought of them as 
something that had been offered to me by an au
thor, that seemed like something I could receive 
with open arms and be glad to receive whatever I 
could. I think approaching the books in the spir
it of gratitude really helped me with the sense of 
them just being so great as to be beyond me. And 
other than that, it's hard to spend all day talking 
to other people. Giving yourself time, space, and 
silence I think is really important. So that when 
you do speak, it doesn't become chatter. I think 
we risk that in lives that are so full of other peo
ple's speaking. We want that speech to matter to 
us and in order to make that possible we have to 
give ourselves a certain amount of distance from 
it. So, time spent deliberately quiet helps make 
for a better experience with time with others. 

Ms. Lee: And just to clarify the greatest 
engima of your identity, are you and Mr. Beall 
related in any way? 

Ms. Beall: No(!!) 
Ms. Lee: Thank you so much for shar

ing with us your time and your answers, Ms. 
Beall. It was a pleasure interviewing you. 

Tutor: Ms. Zena Bitz Interviewer: Matteo Burrell(Al9) 

Ms. Hitz g~aduated from St: John's College in 1995 and has been a tutor at the college since August 
2015. She 1s currently teachmg freshman math, freshman lab, and sophomore seminar. Ms. Hitz studied 
Classics and Philosophy in graduate school, and has recently become interested in the Bible and the 
intersection between the Jewish and Greek traditions. ' 

Mr. Burrell: What made you inter
ested in becoming a tutor at St. John's? 

Ms. Hitz: Well I was a regular philoso
phy professor for some years. I taught in a few 
different places but mainly at UMBC. UMBC 
is a great school and I had great students and 
great colleagues, but I somehow didn't feel like 
I could make sense of what I was doing. When 
I was a student here, I was trained in a certain 
spirit of inquiry, and I didn't find myself able 
to do that with my students, or at least not easi
ly. But when you're a tutor you can rely on the 
whole college to do a lot of work for you. A lit
tle bit of it is that only certain students come to 
St. John's, and you wouldn't come if it weren't 
your type of thing. But a lot of it also is just 
what happens in every classroom. Every tutor 
is on the same page to some extent about what 
kind of inquiry they want to happen, which is 
not actually a fixed thing but any number of 
things. But still, there's a kind of spirit to it. 

When you're in a classroom by yourself 
in a normal university, it's almost impossible 
to generate that kind of environment on your 
own. For instance, what you have in a St. John's 
classroom is a kind of spontaneity where any
thing can happen. Here the students can real
ly, through their own questioning and working 
with one another, discover things that are new 
to themselves and to the tutors. There's a sense 
that what you're doing is really for its own sake 
and not just to get a grade or develop some ar
guing skills that are going to help you in a law 
court. All those things are taken for granted in 
a St. John's classroom, not to say that they're all 
the same or that they're all perfect, but these are 
things that you can more or less count on. And 
you can't count on them in a normal university. 

So as the years went by I got more and 
more discouraged, and I couldn't quite figure out 
what to do. I never wanted to come back to St. 

John's. That's the last thing I wanted to do. Be
cause it's a big sacrifice; I liked doing research 
and writing, and there's very little time to do 
that. I liked being connected to a broader com
munity of scholars, and that's harder. I didn't 
want to come back. Eventually I became so fed 
up with academia that I actually left the profes
sion. I quit my job at UMBC and lived in a mon
astery for 3 years. It was while I was there that it 
finally occurred to me, well, you know what, this 
isn't going to work out; I can't stay here forever, 
and when I leave I want to go back to St. John's. 

So, anyway, that's a longer answer. I 
think the short answer is: I wanted to come 
back because I had been missing in my pre
vious teaching that kind of spontaneity and 
the spirit of inquiry for its own sake. In addi
tion to that, I benefited so much from being 
here as a student. It was a life-saving experi
ence for me. So that was the other end of it 

' the sense of wanting to be a part of the project 
that was so helpful to me when I was young. 

Mr. Burrell: Is there a particular sub
ject that you find to be more interesting or 
engaging now than when you were a student? 

Ms. Hitz: There were a couple of classes 
I underappreciated as a student, and now that I've 
taught I appreciate more. One of them is freshman 
language and the other one is freshman math. I 
think for whatever reason, because I wasn't such 
a great student when I was a freshman or because 
of something with my class, I was never fully 
engaged in freshman math. So for me teaching 
it this year, it's almost like doing it for the first 
time. And it's just astonishing what an inter
esting class it is and how many depths are in it. 

Freshman language is sort of the fun
nier story, because I did end up studying clas
sics. So by the time I was in sophomore lan
guage, I realized Greek was really great 
and amazing and full of wonderful things. 
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But I hadn't realized that as a freshman, so I 
didn't realize how interesting learning grammar 
was. So those are just a couple of examples of 
things that when I was a student, I [wasn't] nec
essarily as engaged with as I am now. But I think 
I was an unusually bad student as a freshman for 
someone who became a tutor, so I'm sure there 
are plenty of students who appreciate those 
things more than I did when I was a freshman. 

Mr. Burrell: Are there any changes 
you see between St. John's then and now in 
terms of the environment or the way people 
behave in classes or do you think it's more 
or less the same as when you graduated? 

Ms. Hitz: I think that's a little tough 
to judge because of the perspective change. I 
think the students are better prepared now 
than they used to be. They tend to come to 
class a little more together and the discussions 
tend to be a little more fruitful than they used 
to be, in tutorials at least. That's a change in 
the population of the students. And I don't 
know whether that's a change in the type of stu
dents coming to St. John's, or a change in the 
broader culture since 20 years ago when I was 
a student that's shaping the way that college 
students behave. College students now may 
be more serious than they were 20 years ago. 
But that's really a tiny change. On the whole it's 
astonishing how much this is the same place. 

I'm really grateful to the faculty for hav
ing preserved it so well and having passed on 
what was there. Because a lot of places change 
all the time and preserving something that's re
ally good is not easy. It's very much the same 
place in a lot of ways. I don't quite know why 
that's true, I think for instance it should be true 
that all this technology should have changed the 
school in some way, but I don't actually know 
that it has much. Maybe over time I'll see things 
differently, but, at least from my new fresh per
spective, I don't see a lot of differences. 

Mr. Burrell: Given that St. John's seems to 
have more or less stayed the same and since our 
program is more or less consistent year to year, 
do you think that St. John's prepares students 
equally well from one time period to the next? 
In other words, how does the St. John's educa-

tion maintain its relevance with regard to cur
rent events and evolving dynamics in society? 

Ms. Hitz: I think that that's a good 
question, but I think that my answer might 
be the reverse of what you might expect. I 
think I could make an argument that St. John's 
prepares you better now than it did 20 years 
ago, because this kind of education is rar
er and rarer. It was always unusual and al
ways stood out from the pack, but more and 
more people are getting more and more tech
nical/vocational type training in college, in
stead of this broad humanistic [education]. 
And I think that societies and cultures really 
need people who have that broad humanistic 
perspective. And so I think in a certain way 
this is better training, relative to other train
ing that you could get now, than it used to be. 

I think we exaggerate how much chang
ing conditions matter for education. There are 
certain things that matter; if we were a school 
that trained people for a certain industry, we 
would have had to change ourselves a thou
sand times or closed down or reopened or 
whatever, because industry is always chang
ing. But the kind of reflections that human be
ings make on themselves and their world and 
their culture and the reasons why those matter, 
those are not as sensitive to change. So that's 
my opinion, unless there was a more specific 
concern, like a specific societal change. · 

Mr. Burrell: Given the fast paced and 
diverse nature of the St. John's curriculum, 
how did you decide what you wanted to do 
after graduation, and did you have some 
sort of idea of the path you wanted to take 
going through, or did that sort of change? 

Ms. Hitz: I think it's safe to say I nev
er had much of an idea. I came here not hav
ing any idea of what I wanted to do, maybe 
I thought I would be a journalist or go into 
politics or something. Those are the kind 
of things I was interested in in high school, 
politics, journalism, and I was also inter
ested in art. I came here without any real 
clear idea. But when I was writing my fresh
man essay, I thought, I really like doing this. 

This is really exciting. Maybe I should do some
thing like this. Either then or around that time, 
I thought about going to graduate school, and 
part of that was I liked studying at St. John's so 
much, and I was so interested in so many things, 
I wanted to keep doing something like that. 
But that's about as much as I thought: graduate 
school of some kind. I didn't know what I want
ed to do past graduate school and I didn't know 
what kind [of thing] I wanted to study there. 

Anyway, what happened was, I was just 
enormously lucky. So I couldn't make up my 
mind what to do; I felt torn between doing lit
erature and philosophy, and even with litera
ture I didn't what know what kind of literature. I 
thought maybe comparative literature since that 
would mean I would have to make fewer deci
sions; I could choose all of literature and make 
my way from there. And I think that's a tendency 
that a lot of graduates take, [they try to choose] as 
much as possible; they don't want to cut anything 
off. They're so used to the St. John's way where you 
can do everything. So I was kind of torn between 
those things and I couldn't make up my mind. I 
didn't end up applying to any schools. I was a 
senior, I applied for some teaching jobs and one 
fellowship to study in England for a year to study 
classics. It was a one year master's program in 
classics, and I thought, I don't know what I want 
to do but studying Greek and Latin for a year, I 
know I would like to do that, and it would be nice 
to be abroad. So I applied for that program and 
I applied for the fellowship to go there. I didn't 
get the fellowship, but I got into the program. 
So then my Aunt swept in at the last minute and 
paid for me to go. I was at a one-year master's 
program in England, and you had to choose a fo
cus: either, literature, philosophy, history, or art 
and archaeology And I thought, well, really I'm 
more interested in literature, but philosophy is 
something I know a little bit more about coming 
from St. John's. So why don't I do philosophy and 
make the transition a little easier? So I ended up 
in this classical philosophy program, and being 
there for a little while I realized how much I liked 
it and how much it actually was a very broad field; 
you could do a little bit of ancient science, math, 
ethics, political theory, and in the end it was less 

limiting than a lot of choices I could have made. 
And there was a nice sense of community. In an -
dent philosophy it's quite common for people to 
have reading groups and just to get together and 
read something in Greek together. And that of 
course was very familiar to me from St. John's; 
you would have these events where people would 
sit around the table and try to figure things out. 

I decided that's what I wanted to do, and 
I ended up getting a Ph.D, but I never thought 
about becoming a teacher. I mean, eventually 
you have to finish the Ph.D and then you have 
to apply for a job, because that's what everyone 
does. Then you have to teach, because that's 
what you're supposed to do. I did what every
one else did without really choosing it. My very 
first teaching job was at McGill in Montreal, and 
I remember the first week, and coming back to 
my apartment, thinking, Oh wow, this is real
ly fun; I enjoy this whole teaching thing. Before 
that I wouldn't have known that I liked it. So, 
anyway, I think I was extremely lucky. Somehow 
the next thing always seemed to be clear even 
though I never had a long term plan. That was 
how I found my way to graduate school and then 
into teaching, by doing one thing after another. 

Mr. Burrell: Would you have any ad
vice as to certain things students might keep 
in mind when choosing or even exploring 
a discipline they might be interested in? 

Ms. Hitz: Try to get some experience with 
how people really live and work in that field. Get 
to know some of the people, get a sense of how 
classes are conducted. Different fields have dif
ferent cultures, so to speak, and those can make 
a big difference as to how happy you are studying 
that thing. There are a lot of things that look re
ally interesting on paper but if you go try to study 
them, you find the environment is not good. So, 
just try to get to know as much as you can about 
the culture. That's my best advice. That's what 
makes you happy: what the work really looks like. 

Mr. Burrell: Having graduated from 
St. John's and then coming back, how do 
you see St. John's differing from other ac
ademic institutions you were a part of? 
Did making the transition from one to 
the other require any sort of adjustment? 
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Ms. Hitz: Well, the transition from here to 
graduate school was a huge transition. I was ex
pected to do research in classical philosophy and 
I had never done research-or not since a report 
on whaling I wrote in eighth grade. It's actual
ly a funny story. I was at this program at Cam
bridge and I was supposed to hand in a topic for 
a paper that I was supposed to write. So I wrote 
out a topic on the fragments of Parmenides and 
the Timaeus and the second sailing in the Phae
do. I had a question about philosophy and the 
study of nature. And my supervisor came up to 
me in the library, evidently distressed, gripping 
the paper in his hands, and he said: "You know, 
this is just an exercise, this paper. You seem to 
want to carve out a bit of truth!" I think he knew 
he was being funny, but I had written out a St. 
John's style [proposal] where you say, "These are 
the questions I'm interested in, this is my gen
eral approach': and what you're supposed to do 
in the profession is lay out a strategy and argu
ment, a line of research, something very different. 

So anyway, that transition was very diffi
cult. Once I was past the initial point of entry, the 
initial shock, I found pretty quickly that a lot of 
the same questions that people are interested in at 
St. John's are things that academics are interested 
in. So I started to really like it and really enjoy it 
and start to appreciate things that I hadn't gotten 
at St. John's that you could get other places. For 
instance, it turns out historical context is really in
teresting, and secondary literature [can really help 
you] ... There's a depth of understanding you can 
have when you're an expert on something which 
is really profound. So there was the first move
ment of shock and then the second movement 
of, this is actually great, and I'm learning some 
of the stuff I didn't learn at St. John's. I thought 
at that time that St. John's should do more of this 
kind of thing because I really missed out on it. 

I could never exactly be sorry I'd went to St. 
John's, but I thoughtthingscould be done differently. 
Then, after I'd passed some time in academic life, 
I changed my mind again, for a couple of reasons. 
Working as a scholar, as a research academic, 
which I was in my previous life, your work is of
ten very much determined by what is fashionable 
in the field, and that's not always necessarily the 

most interesting set of questions. So I think at 
some point I realized that St. John's had actual
ly given me a good preparation in thinking in
dependently from what everyone else was doing, 
and in trying to find a question which was a fresh 
and real question and not just 'scholar X thinks 
A, scholar Y thinks B, and can A and B be recon
ciled?'. This turns out to be a really boring ques
tion. Everyone is just bored to tears by this sort 
of thing. What everyone likes, what all academics 
really like, are fresh questions that are dealt with 
in an interesting way. So I realized that St. John's 
had given me a training that other academics 
didn't have, and that softened my heart a little bit. 

My experience teaching was the oth
er reason for my change of mind. I realized 
[that] the thing about St. John's that's really 
unique and really special is that it's type of ed
ucation for everybody. It's not academic train
ing; you could call it human training, though 
the word "training" doesn't mean anything at 
that point. It's a way of becoming a fuller, rich
er human being in all kinds of ways that are 
both practical and good for their own sake. 

And I think I felt more and more uncom
fortable with the thought that I was not providing 
much of this human training. If you're a pro
fessional philosopher, what you're really doing is 
training philosophy majors to go to philosophy 
grad school. You might get a job at a philosophy 
graduate program and then you're training grad
uate students to become professors. And the part 
that I really missed, that really haunted me, was 
getting philosophy to ordinary people; to people 
who weren't going to be professionals, because 
I knew from being here that that mattered. So 
that's what I found hard about my other teaching. 
I didn't have the gift for reaching students who 
weren't already motivated, engaged and interest
ed in philosophy. So I was constantly trying to 
figure out ways to reach people. How can I con
vince these students who wandered in here be
cause it fills the distribution requirement that this 
is actually a really valuable and important thing 
to learn for its own sake, even if you're never go
ing to use it again, even if you're going to go into 
tech or engineering or whatever, that this is really 
worth doing? I was never really able to do that. 

Because I spent all these years feeling the 
pull back, feeling the tension between be
ing an ordinary academic and being from St. 
John's, when I came back the other way, when 
I came back to be a tutor, the transition was 
much easier. It's like being a rubber band, be
ing stretched out and then coming back to 
where you're supposed to be. Here things make 
sense to me. And I know that what I'm do
ing matters, and I know how it helps, or have 
an idea anyway, of how it helps students. You 
never know how it helps any individual stu
dent, but you know in general that it helps. 

So what makes St. John's unique relative to 
other academic institutions? A big part of it is that 
it's for everyone. Our students learn less Greek 
than they would if they took Greek 101-103, at 
least less grammar. First year Greek students else
where don't read things as advanced as what we 
read, but they learn more grammar. But everyone 
takes Greek here, everyone does it, so everyone 
gets some of the benefits. So I think that's a really 
crucial thing: that this education is for everyone. 

I think the other really crucial part of it 
is that the education here is student directed. It 
may not feel that way because it's a fixed curric
ulum and students don't choose their classes, but 

for some reason that I don't fully understand, 
when you hold the curriculum fixed, [and] if 
what you're doing is inherently interesting (which 
everything we do here is) that means that the 
students bring to the class their own questions 
and their own lines of inquiry and enthusiasm. 
And that's really what drives a class. That's what 
makes a class good or bad: what the students are 
doing to pursue their own thinking and their 
own learning. And that's so much better a mode 
of education than that more passive [mode]. 

One thing is that it's for everyone, [and] 
the second thing is the student directedness 
of it, but the third thing is community. This is 
a community, and the campus is a community, 
and each classroom is its own community. That's 
something you can stumble across at a normal 
university, but it's not cultivated in the same way. 
We have a million little customs, which every
one learns really quickly, which are for the pur
poses of a community: calling each other by last 
names, or not raising hands, certain events or 
little things on campus. That also really matters. 

Mr. Burrell: You mentioned earlier that 
St. John's is to some degree an education for 
everyone, and I guess I was wondering about 
certain aspects of the program; do you think 
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there are certain aspects of the program 
like music or Greek that require a particu
lar level of expertise that might create a dis
crepancy between certain students, based 
on their skillsets or what they're been ex
posed to prior, and if so, do you think that 
disadvantages students in any way, or .... ? 

Ms. Hitz: Part of the genius of the St. 
John's program is that of course that's true -
with math, music, and language, people have 
different native abilities and background train
ing, but because our end is not the master that 
technical material, our end is to reflect in com
mon on some subject matter, mathematics, 
ancient Greek literature, pieces of music, what 
turns out is that the students with less technical 
ability can be a part of the classroom commu
nity because they can ask questions which will 
press the people who think they have the tech
nical ability. Its one thing to think you know 
it and another thing to help someone else un
derstand- so you get a certain training in teach
ing if you have technical ability. But more im
portantly, there's a kind of leveling effect with 
the big questions, because no one has greater 
technical ability, I don't think, to think about 
what a mathematical object is. What are we 
studying when we're doing Euclid? What are 
these figures? Or, what kind of thing is mu
sic? Why does it matter to us? Again, these are 
questions in which technical expertise doesn't 
help you. Now there's actually a huge range of 
technical abilities, but let's just say you crudely 
divided them, the technically able from the less 
technically able. The more technically able can 
move into this world where it's not enough to 
just master a procedure but you have to really 
think about something, so they're really chal
lenged to move past technical ability and into 
this deeper thing. And then the people with 
less background or less native skill can see why 
that technical skill matters and get enough of it 
to get a window into the questions, and [they] 
can help the more technically able students see 
those questions and help them talk about them. 
So I think that that's one of the reasons why St. 
John's works. If we were to try to teach techni
cal skills, we would no longer be for everybody; 

it's because those technical skills are means 
to other kinds of inquiry that are broad
er that [St. John's] works for everybody. 
And I don't want to downplay technical skill be
cause I also think it's worthwhile to learn a tech
nical skill that you're not natively good at. Or 
that you didn't learn in high school. So it's good 
for people to do that. You can get a lot out of it. 
I think that in our culture, we sometimes think 
that if you're not really excellent at something, 
it's not worth doing. And that's a really danger
ous and bad way of thinking. It's that kind of 
thing St. John's really stands against. In a way, 
everyone knows it because you go to piano les
sons even if you don't become a virtuoso pianist. 
Why? Because there's something about playing 
piano that helps you appreciate things. So in a 
way, St. John's is just extending that thought [to 
say] "Well, there's a certain amount of technical 
ability which opens up these [questions]". And 
it's worth doing it even if you're not ever going 
to be a virtuoso mathematician or musician. 

Mr. Burrell: Would you have any ad
vice to give to students who don't find them
selves to be particularity inclined in these 
areas we focus on in tutorials? Should they 
approach the class differently in any way? 
How should they try to bridge that gap? 

Ms. Hitz: I wouldn't say that they should 
handle it any differently than anyone else. They 
should do the work of the class as best they can. 
But I think you have to tell yourself, I think 
that's true for everyone actually, you have to re
mind yourself; I might never do this again in 
my life, why don't I get whatever I can out of 
it? That's true for every level of student. Very 
few of our students go on to pursue the kinds 
of subjects that they studied here. So, just lose 
your fear and throw yourself into it. You'll get 
things out of it yourself and you'll also help 
your class. One of the things I worry about is 
that students don't realize how helpful it is to 
the class to ask a basic question. I've seen it 
happen a number of times; the tentative stu
dent will come up with this question that they 
think is totally stupid, but it turns out to be the 
question everyone needs to be thinking about. 
So, that kind of fearfulness really impedes a 

happy St. John's classroom, in the same way 
that arrogance about one's ability is an obsta
cle, which I think is more recognizable to any
one who's been in these classes. You have to 
just throw yourself into it; get what you can 
out of it; don't get fixated on a particular im
age of yourself as this type of person who's 
good at this type of thing. I think I'm better at 
math now than when I was 1 7. I don't know 
why that is, but I don't think to myself, oh, I 
haven't taken math since I was at St. John's 
and before that it was high school. I think, 
well, if everyone else is doing it, I can do it. 

Mr. Burrell: What do you think the 
effect of having tutors teach outside their 
area of expertise is on the St. John's Pro
gram? How does it contribute to the cul
ture and [the] interaction between students? 

Ms. Hitz: I think it has a couple of ef
fects. It contributes to the community. For the 
same reason it's good that all the students take 
the same classes, if all the faculty teach the same 
thing, it means there's a kind of unity on campus. 
You can count on being able to have a conversa
tion with pretty much anyone on campus about 
anything connected to the St. John's program. 
I also think it adds to the spontaneity of the 
classroom. When I taught philosophy year af
ter year lecturing, I got bored; always my ideas, 
I was in control of the classroom, I was the ex
pert, and I knew more than anyone did about 
it. If you're teaching outside of your field, 
you're always being challenged. It's very hard 
work for us. Your tutors work really hard. It's 
what makes it exciting and interesting. It also 
means that we're not patronizing the students 
when we say things like what I just told you; 
that you should just throw yourself into it, do 
your best, and try to get something out of it. 
We're not patronizing because we do it every 
day. There's no tutor on campus who's equally 
expert in - just take freshman year - the sem
inar readings, Euclid, Greek, and lab. There's 
just not anyone on earth who's equally capa
ble in all of those things. Then you move to 
different years, and the whole game changes. 
So we're all really pushed to put ourselves in 
uncomfortable situations and get whatever we 

can out of them. And that means we're right 
in there with the students. That's part of it, 
along with the community and the spontaneity. 

Mr. Burrell: As a tutor, how do you 
strike a balance between talking in class 
and elucidating certain concerns for stu
dents and allowing them to do so for 
themselves? It seems like it's kind of a del
icate task, to manage, so I was wondering 
if you had any insight into how you interact 
with the class with regard to those concerns. 

Ms. Hitz: Yeah, I think this is the chal
lenge of a tutor's life, especially if you're new. 
So, I don't have any insight. This is something I 
work out day to day and year to year; how much 
is too much, when enough is enough, and how 
much to let the students figure out for them
selves and how much do you intervene. I have 
no clear answer, except that it requires a lot of 
experience, which I don't have, to determine 
that. I think the temptation of the tutor is usu
ally to over- intervene, and the challenge is to 
learn to trust that the students on their own will 
work it out and that whatever happens will be 
worth doing, even if it wasn't exactly what you 
envisioned. One thing I have learned already is 
that you don't set an agenda for the class. You 
don't say, "we're going to talk about this topic 
until we get to this point:' That doesn't work. 
But beyond that, how much you intervene 
is something I'll be learning for a long time. 

Mr. Burrell: Do you think it's something 
that varies from class to class with regard to 
subject matter, or is it more or less the same ap
proach ofletting students figure things out for 
themselves but intervening when necessary? 

Ms. Hitz: I think the trick is the judge
ment of what's necessary. It could vary from 
class to class, it could vary from group of stu
dents to group of students, and it could vary 
from day to day, from each class period to 
each class period. If you set a rule for yourself 
like, I'm only going to talk every 15 minutes, it 
would be sure to cause disaster one way or an
other. So part of what's difficult is to be atten
tive to what's going on in the class and to try to 
figure out what the right approach is, given the 
material, given the students, given the moment. 
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Mr. Burrell: Something that seems to 
be of particular concern to a lot of students is 
how they should approach the annual essay. 
Would you have any advice to give to stu
dents in terms of picking or further devel
oping their topics? Do you think the ap
proach one should take changes year to year? 

Ms. Hitz: I doubt it changes from year to 
year, but I think the main advice is to have a ques
tion that you care about that's closely connected 
to an appropriate text. The hard thing about an 
annual essay topic is that you want to be pursu
ing a question that you care about, but books are 
really helpful to use to pursue that question. It 
helps a lot if it's a book that you can get into the 
details and be pretty confident that that's a way 
to approach your question. Beyond that there's 
not any special technique. Don't try to think of a 
question someone else may find interesting, pick 
a question you find interesting. Don't just pick 

a book that seems tangentially related but some
how you think would be worth spending a lot of 
time with, even if it didn't end up being the es
say that you thought of to begin with. A book 
that you care about enough, that you're interested 
enough in, that you're engaged enough with that 
you could go spend a lot of time on the details 
Trying to imagine the whole essay in advance, in 
my experience, doesn't work. There seem to be 
people who can do it, but I've never been able to 
do it myself. So, that's why a good question and 
a book that really engages you is kind of the cru
cial choice. I don't think that any of the books 
that we have in the seminar program would fail 
to engage a student enough to write a really in
teresting essay. So in a certain way, there's no bad 
choice in terms of the text. It's the connection 
between your question and the text that matters. 

Mr. Burrell: Thank you for taking the time 
to do this interview. 

Tutor: Mr. Bryan Luther Interviewer: Abraham Zhao(Al9) 

Mr. Luther graduated from Ohio University in 1983 and his academic interests lie in Mathematics and Nuclear 
Physics. He is also currently working at the National Superconducting Cyclotron Laboratory. He taught at 
Concordia College, focusing on physics, from 1994 to 2015 and became a tutor at St. John's in 2015. The 
classes he is teaching this year are: freshman mathematics, freshman language, and sophomore seminar. 

Mr. Zhao: To start the interview on a 
light-hearted note, some of your students sug
gestedlaskyouaboutaGuinessWorldRecord 
of yours. Can you tell me about that story? 

Mr. Luther: Sure! When I was an under
graduate, I was on the student entertainment 
committee at Ohio State, where we have a fair
ly decent amount of money to throw parties for 
the college. There is a large hockey arena there, 
and we filled the entire rink with sand. We got 
palm trees, volleyball nets, lounge chairs, big 
sun lamps for people to tan under, and a little 
Beach Boys cover band. At the time it was a 
fairly slow news day, so the local TV station 
had a news crew come and interview us, and the 
Guinness World Record guy came through and 
certified us as being the 'world's largest indoor 
beach party'. It was a sufficiently slow news 
day that we even became the ending segment 
on NBC - so yes, I had my brief claim to fifteen 
minutes of fame by holding this world record. 

Mr. Zhao: So, you've had a lot of ex
perience with bigger schools, but not only as 
an undergrad - you've also been a teacher at 
some of these bigger schools. So, a compar
ative question: What do you think are some 
of the main differences in the education of 
St. John's compared to some of these oth
er schools because of the size difference? 

Mr. Luther: Yeah, there is a real differ
ence between these kinds of schools. When I 
first got my degree, I taught a bit at Ohio State. 
In teaching at that level, especially the large 
lectures (7-800 people), teaching is basically 
performative. It's like being in a play. In the 
particular room I was teaching in, in order for 
people to see what I was doing, they had cam
eras on me. There were marks on the floor I 
couldn't walk past because the cameras couldn't 
capture me. Because of the lighting, I couldn't 
see the students past the first row, so the rest 

of the students were largely unknown to me. 
So there's really a large loss of com

munication with the students. I'd walk across 
campus and some of the students would say, 
"Hi Dr. Luther!" and I would think, "Okay ... ! 
guess you know me?" It's like greeting some
one who was in a play that you saw once. My 
connection to those students was very limited. 

It also changes how you do things. If 
it's primarily a performance in a large sense, 
you spend a lot of time thinking about things 
like: Is this going to be engaging? Easy to see? 
Will it make the point well? You also develop 
stage mannerisms to get your point across. I 
didn't care for it because I felt no communi
cation with students, which was why I want
ed to teach - I wanted to work with students. 
But it did teach me some good things; one of 
the main takeaways being how much teaching 
really is sort of a performance. Whether you 
teach in a small or large setting, to some extent 
you fill a role. And the role is defined by lots 
of different things: what you wear, how you 
sit, many things. Many tutors sit in designated 
chairs every class, and I did that for a while 
in my freshman seminar. But then I felt like 
that was causing a formality I didn't want, so I 
started sitting in other chairs, which was a lit
tle shocking for the seminar at first, but it did 
open it up. It gave it a feeling that it wasn'tjust 
the two tutors sitting across from each other 
and instead that the tutors were more a part of 
the conversation. So, regardless of where you 
teach, you learn things about the dynamics. 
But teaching at big schools just is not interac
tive and that's really the heart of teaching in 
my opm10n. 

There are places for students in big schools 
- there are certain students that type of system 
works well for. If you're extraordinarily self-mo
tivated and really seek out every oppoturnity 
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you can, then the big schools have an enormous 
amount of opportunities. So for that kind of stu
dent, who's going to try and get to everything -
work in a lab, be part of this and that group - it's 
great. But the problem is that eventually it gets 
to the point where those opportunities just get 
filled up and there are no more opportunities. 

So one thing that happens at St. John's 
is the conversational classroom. Even though 
I moved to Concordia and there were much 
smaller class sizes, I was still mostly teaching 
from the front of the classroom. People were 
still focusing on me, so there wasn't that sort of 
back-and-forth that you have here at St. John's. 

Mr. Zhao: You've just touched upon 
some of what I wanted to ask in my next ques
tion, Is there anything in particular about St. 
John's that brought you here? Why St. John's 
instead of another small liberal arts school? 

Mr. Luther: A couple of things. One is I 
wanted a new challenge. I taught at Concordia 
for 21 years, another liberal arts school, where 
I was a department chair for the bulk of the 
time, and I'd done a lot of the things I want
ed to do there, such as redo the pedagogy of 
the physics program - the way it was taught, 
update the curriculum, and make the learning 
experience more interactive, which were a lot 
of the things I wanted to do. Now I had taught 
undergraduate physics 21 years, which meant 
I taught every class many times. It reached the 
point where I would walk into a class and even 
though I always prep, I probably could have 
gone in cold, given the entire lecture, antici
pated the questions that would be asked, and I 
even could have told you which students would 
ask which questions. So I could continue to do 
this, or something new and different. So one 
of the reasons I chose St. John's was because 
it was a new challenge I could work at and 
test my abilities. And I think that's also one of 
the reasons many students come to St. John's. 

The other reason is that I had some 
opportunities to teach liberal arts such as the 
Great Books before, because it was a liberal 
arts school, but I didn't have a lot of time to do 
that. For instance, with the freshman seminar 
at St. John's, I had read all those books before. 

But I hadn't taught most of them. So it was a 
really good experience for me to go through 
them again and think about how I might have a 
conversation with somebody else about them. 
That struck me as an interesting teaching sit
uation and a real challenge to push myself. It 
gave me an opportunity to enjoy something 
I've wanted to enjoy doing all my life, and 
that is reading the Great Books. Now I get to 
read them for work, which is fantastic, right? 

Mr. Zhao: So, you mentioned that you 
hadread all of the freshmen books before coming 
here. What was your favorite thing to revisit? 

Mr. Luther: I think my favorites were 
the Oedipus cycle, I really like Oedipus at Col
onnus, even though I know that might not al
ways be a student favorite. I've read those quite 
a number of times now. It's really such a won
derful dramatization. I've seen Oedipus Tyran
nus performed multiple times. These are real
ly powerful dramatic performances, even just 
read they are still powerfully dramatic books. 
But they also have an insight into how we think 
of ourselves in relation to fate, the universe, 
and chance. Are there destinies? What kind of 
shape can one make out of a destiny? I think 
they really bring that to the forefront because 
of how they can emotionally really get to you. 

Mr. Zhao: Are there any things 
that strike you about a play that you 
might not get with a Socratic dialogue? 

Mr. Luther: Certainly the dialogues 
and the dialectic method are probably more _ 
powerful in certain ways, in order to try and 
understand these sweeping terms that we 
use every day: justice, piety, truth, all these 
things. We use them, but we often don't re
ally understand what we're talking about. I 
think the dialogues get to that. The thing the 
dialogues don't get to well - though there are 
certain exceptions such as the Sympoisum -
they don't get to the visceral, real, emotion
al, and almost physical way in which people 
interact with their lives and these concepts. 
When I read Socratic dialogues I think it's 
more a purely mental and intellectual exer
cise, as opposed to an emotional one, though 
again I think there are exceptions. But the 

plays have a powerful force and they remind us 
that fundamentally we are embodied and not just 
pure thought. We're not just driving the body 
around; the body is us. I think the drama and 
emotional power of the plays can sometimes get 
at things that we cannot get to in any other way. 

I think it also reminds us how the phys
ical body is important to our understanding. I 
mean, with Oedipus at Colonnus, here's Oedi
pus, blind and dying. That's part of his phys
ical connection with the world. His vision of 
who he is, what his purpose is, how he relates 
with others is inseparable from the physical ail
ments and physicality of Oedipus himself and I 
think that's what makes those plays able to get 
at us in different ways than we can with the di
alogues. Not that the dialogues don't have their 
own power and beauty, but it's a different kind. 

Mr. Zhao: So, you studied both math 
and physics. You've taught these subjects at 
other schools, but in the context of a lib
eral education, what do you think the im
portance of learning math and physics are? 

Mr. Luther: In the context of a liber
al education, there are the standard answers, 
which are still true, but perhaps uninteresting. 
Our lives are bound up with the technologies 
that are derived from scientific discovery and 
the use of mathematics to model the world, so 
understanding science and mathematics is a 
requirement to understanding the world we 
live in these days. So that's sort of the stock 
answer people give, and there's truth to that. 

Personally though, I think that often 
times there's an idea that the liberal arts doesn't 
include the sciences, that the liberal arts is iden
tical with the humanities, and St. John's doesn't 
make that mistake. Out of the important things 
about getting a sense about them is that one, I 
think there's a fundamental sort of beauty in 
science and mathematics, and the other - this 
is similar to what I said a minute ago - we live 
in the world, we don't live in some higher plane 
of forms or something like this. And that means 
that our everyday lives and everything we think 
and do is bound up with our interaction with 
the world, and in order to understand that in
teraction we do need to know something about 

science. Mathematics is the way we approach 
science in many ways; not all, but much of the sci
ence we do requires an understanding of math at 
some level. Plus mathematics has its own beauty 
- I think anyone who's done Euclid knows that. 

So I think to take mathematics out oflib
eral education would be like taking fiction out of 
writing: certainly you can write non-fiction, and 
have it still be interesting, but there's just some
thing you're not getting without fiction. I think 
mathematics can say and do certain things that 
yousimplyjustcan'tsayin prose. I thinkan under
standing of math and science is just as important 
to our liberal lives as an understanding of philos
ophy, literature, and art. This is what we can do 
as human beings - we have the possibility of un
derstanding the world in all these different ways 
and to remove any of that is to lessen who we are. 

Mr. Zhao: You mentioned to me before 
that in your studies of science, you had a glass
blower in your science department and you'd 
have to create the setup for many of your exper
iments yourself. Is there something about how 
we recreate experiments at St. John's and this 
experience of yours that gives understanding 
in a different light than a typical textbook? 

Mr. Luther: Oh yeah, absolutely. Let me 
give you an example I find particularly pow
erful. Let's talk about Galileo. So, there's a dis
cussion of how things fall and the Aristotelian 
view is that heavy things fall faster. Galileo 
wants to examine this question and try to fig
ure out how things fall. Now, the problem is that 
things fall fast. So you have to figure out a way 
in which you're going to somehow slow it down 
and pick it apart, and how do you do that? So 
what Galileo did was start out with a ball on a 
ramp. He puts it on a ramp, first at a small an
gle, and measures the time it takes. Of course, 
the time measurement is another issue because 
there weren't magical GPS-based clock systems 
for Galileo. So with his first experiments he 
timed by singing. Later he would use pendulum 
clocks but that was still in the future at the time. 

So he gets the ball, and uses differ
ent types of balls, and starts shifting the an
gles, gradually higher and higher. It starts go
ing faster and faster. So ultimately he reaches a 
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vertical point - which is falling - and can 
use what he gets with a nearly vertical mea
surement to extrapolate what happens at the 
point of falling. Now why it's important to do 
the experiment the way Galileo did it is that 
the instrument constructed is always in some 
way going to be bound up in the kind of thing 
you want to measure. So how instrumentation 
works - for Galileo, the ramp and the ball; for 
modern science, these highly sophisticated de
tection systems - these instruments serve the 
role of a mechanism by which we try to under
stand and bring to our level what's happening 
in the world. And this relationship between 
instrumentation and our understanding of the 
world is fundamentally important for science. 

I think that doing things the way they 
were done originally gives you access to how 
these people were thinking about this thing 
and what kinds of things they chose to con
struct in their considerations of working out 
what particular thing is happening. I mean 
there are lots of things happening as an object 
falls, but Galileo was interested in how fast, de
pending on the material and weight, and so he 
had to construct something that would let him 

examine that. But he also ignores all these oth
er things that are going on. So your instrument 
always tells you certain things, but not others. 

Mr. Zhao: Clearly you like physics at 
least a little bit. Having taught it and studied 
it for so many years, what about this field 
is so captivating or awe-inspiring for you? 

Mr. Luther: Well the reason I got into it 
in the first place is not the reason I still do it. 
The reason I got into it was because I liked the 
mathematical clarity that physics has, at least 
in the introductory level, that is somewhat 
missing from biology, which is much more 
complicated in certain ways. As I've done more 
physics, I've come to appreciate it not so much 
for its clarity but for its complexity and also for 
its ambiguity in some sense. There's a wonder
ful quote from a British physicist: he said he 
got into physics because he was searching for 
clean laws and one thing falling into another 
in a very analytic way. And he then said this 
was like becoming a bishop in order to try and 
get women. Complexity actually a good thing 
because the best physicists are comfortable 
with ambiguity. In physics at its highest levels, 
while it retains mathematical power and clarity, 

you come to understand that the world is not 
the way you think it is and that you need to 
give up your tie to the world as you see or 
imagine it and instead allow yourself to be 
guided by the data and the experiments. This 
is particularly true when you get to quantum 
mechanics and nuclear physics. Quantum me
chanics isn't just a field of physics, it is phys
ics. It's the way we think of things, the way 
everything works. We can get away with just 
using approximations for our everyday lives, 
but fundamentally the world doesn't behave in 
the way we think it does. And I'm not sure you 
can actually hold a picture of the way the world 
works in your head, I don't think it's possible. 

One of the problems is wave-particle 
duality: objects are particles and waves simulta
neously, but not simultaneously - they can't be 
both particles and waves. Lord Eddington once 
said that they are neither particles nor waves, 
we should come up with a new name for what 
these things are. He suggested 'wavicles', which 
luckily was not adopted. But he had the right 
idea, his point was that the underlying world 
was not like anything that we actually experi
ence - not like waves, nor like particles at the 
most fundamental level. The world provides 
us with a sort of approximation with which we 
live. We live in a scale in where everything is 
built of some nearly incomprehensible number 
of particles. And of course a lot of the fuzziness 
sort of washes out because of this. But if we try 
to look at a single atom or particle what we find 
is that they don't look like little billiard balls, 
they don't look like waves, they don't look like 
anything we've ever experienced in our lives. 
I'm not sure there's anybody that can close their 
eyes and imagine what these things are. So 
your only access to them is the data, the exper
iment, the schematics - that's the way to go. 
When I taught quantum mechanics I used to 
always tell my students, "what makes quantum 
mechanics hard is that no one brings an intu
ition for quantum mechanics to the classroom:' 
The only way you gain an intuition is by doing it 
over and over again until you just absorb it. We 
have an intuition about ordinary things, such 
that if I asked you about some balls rolling on a 

certain surface, you'd have a vague conception 
of what would happen. 'Is my coffee gonna get 
cold?' - we're used to all those things in our 
classical model. We have an intuition about 
these because of the way we live our daily lives. 
But for quantum mechanics, we have none 
whatsoever. So you just have to be guided by 
it, and it requires a flexibility of mind in order 
to live with that as part of your everyday work. 

So from an intellectual point of view, 
that's why I really love physics and find it so 
fascinating. The other part of it is that I re
ally like doing physics. I still maintain active 
research. It's a constant intellectual challenge 
and it's also about building things - you make 
a lot of stuff. As part of my sabbatical in 2000 
I helped design and build high-efficiency neu
tron detection systems for the accelerator. 
That involved a lot of working around with 
electronics, design work, how to hold certain 
parts up, all that sort of stuff - then testing it 
and redoing it. And it's really fun to play with 
that stuff. Physicists have the best toys. And 
for whatever reason, the National Science 
Foundation decided to give us a large grant 
over the period of eight years to build detec
tors and do experiments and things like this. 
So someone's kind enough to let me do this 
kind of work, which I'm really thrilled about. 

Also, doing the actual experiments - it's 
a blast. Everything just barely works, there's con
stant troubleshooting, you're constantly staring 
at the data coming in and trying to see what is 
data and what is artifact. And even once you 
have the data, you have to go through and ana
lyze it, and you have to figure out how to pull out 
the artifacts and find the data that you're look
ing for in order to answer the question you're 
asking. Sometimes students say that the ex
periment isn't doing what it's supposed to, and 
that's the wrong way to think about it. Nature 
never lies. It always answers the exact question 
you asked, and the problem is that if you exper
iment isn't doing what you think it should be 
doing, you're probably not asking the question 
you think you're asking. But anytime you get 
stuff back, it's telling you something , whether 
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it's about your experiment, the thing you're 
looking for, or maybe something com
pletely different - like the way you're 
looking for it. But there's always some
thing interesting about experiments. 

Mr. Zhao: A lot of our conversation re
minds me of someone who you said was one of 
your favorite authors - Lucretius. What about 
Lucretius makes you like him so much? 

Mr. Luther: He's trying to build a mod
el that represents the world and is asking 'is it 
possible to build a model that is embedded in 
just the physical world rather than requiring a 
divine or mystical property that it does this?' 
And having built the model as best as he can, 
he takes it to its logical extremes and looks at 
the repercussions. This is a good attitude for 
someone in the sciences, not necessarily say
ing that there's nothing divine, but looking 
at a system, trying to figure out how to mod
el that system, and once you have the model, 
trying to predict the other things - looking 
at the consequences of your model in areas 
that you weren't looking at initially to build it. 

I also like Lucretius because I wish some 
days that some of the journal articles I read 
would be in verse. If you can write verse with 
that kind of topic, it's wonderful. I find Lucreti
us' fundamental belief in a sort of human per
fectibility charming. At the end of On the Nature 
of Things, he gives his history of how human so
ciety develops, which is very linear and progres
sive. This is curious because his model is not - it 
contains no progression and is purely physical 
and without a purpose. Yet at the end Lucretius 
still believes that it's possible for people to prog
ress, become more intelligent and interesting, 
develop more successful societies and all these 

wonderful things even when the physical world 
doesn't have any of those things built into it. So 
I find that sort of faith charming and in many 
ways it makes me think better of Lucretius. 

Mr. Zhao: So, to wrap up this inter
view, I wanted to ask another question from the 
crowd. At this school, we have a lot of people 
who enjoy 'D&D' and I was told that you used 
to play. How would you 'sell me' on D&D? 

Mr. Luther: (Laughs) I haven't played in 
a long time. I used to play roleplaying games 
when I was in undergrad and graduate school 
as well. Done well, roleplaying games are a 
collaborative piece of fiction - it's like writ
ing fiction with five other people in the room. 
Some people can get bogged down with the 
rules system, but that's all uninteresting in my 
opinion. The interesting thing is the dynamics 
of making a story and building a narrative in a 
really fun and interactive way with other peo
ple. Roleplaying games are social games - and 
in that sense they're no different from other 
social activities, because they're about doing 
things with other people. If you're somebody 
who really enjoys this imaginative play and 
the attempt to create an imagined narrative, it's 
very fitting. It also provides the opportunity for 
you to be someone you're not, or even some
one you'd never want to be. My favorite role
playing game is actually one known as Call of 
Cthulu, based on a series of horror novels by 
H.P. Lovecraft, and it's wonderful because it's 
about the characters and the roleplay, whereas 
the rules are incredibly basic. It makes it real
ly about the interaction between characters. 

Mr. Zhao: Thank you very much for your 
time today to do this interview! 

Mr. Luther: Sure, no problem. 

Reflections in Writing 

Seminar 
Mathematics 

Music 
Laboratory 

Language 

The unexamined life is not worth living. -Socrates 
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We are told that the books we read at St. 
John's are limitless. We are told that the intellec
tual acuity that produced them and the importance 
of the topics they discuss require us to take our 
time to really understand what they are trying to 
say, even if we never get there. Paradoxically, the 
pace at which we read these books is inordinate
ly fast. Herodotus' Histories, for instance, a work 
that is by any standard expansive and comprehen
sive, is only assigned for four seminar sessions. 

To remedy this problem, The Program 
gifts us the refreshing opportunity for deliberation 
through the language tutorial. Upon completing 
the assiduous work of memorizing Greek para
digms and noun declensions, we will be handed 
Plato's Meno in the original Greek and will be al
lowed to savor the words of one of a great author 
at a deliciously slow pace. Just as it is a good 
practice to have some idea of the general topogra
phy when visiting a new countryside, it behooves 
me to have a roadmap to prepare for my voyage 
into Plato's Meno. I expect the journey to take 
me to exciting, unexpected places. The first of 
three places, which I call Patterns of Argumenta
tions, is found toward the middle of the dialogue. 

At 79A1, after Socrates unsuccessfully 
tries to get Meno to define virtue in a way that 
does not reduce its definition to the parts rath
er than the whole, Socrates makes one of the 
most striking statements about the nature of 
their inquiry. He says that he has already giv
en Meno "patterns in accordance with which 
[the definition of virtue] was to be answered." 
In other words, Socrates is implying that not 
only is the question of "what is virtue?" an
swerable, but that he has already presented the 
pattern through which Meno can go about an
swering it. What does this pattern consist of? 

The pattern might be found starting at 
7 4C, where Socrates notices an impasse in their 
attempt to understand what virtue is. In trying 
to find the nature of virtue, Meno gives Socrates 

1 George Anastaplo and Laurence Berns transla-
tion for all textual citations 

Francisco Contreras-Moran (A20) 

a list of things he considers to be virtues such 
as courage, moderation, and wisdom. Socrates 
recognizes the folly in this purported definition 
and tells Meno that once again they have "suf
fered the same thing": Although Meno is able 
to list particular virtues, he is still unable to de
scribe what is common among them. Socrates 
then proposes a way to advance the conversa
tion by providing an alternative argument that 
can momentarily replace the question of virtue. 

Socrates shows that explaining "shape" 
by giving particular instances of shapes, namely 
"the round" and "the straight", does not consti
tute a proper definition. Doing this only brings 
them to the same problem of arriving at the 
many without that which understanding what 
holds the many together. Meno agrees with 
Socrates' conclusion but then refuses to give 
a new definition of shape. Instead, he invites 
Socrates to give one himself. After some ap
prehension, Socrates obliges and defines shape 
to be "that which alone, among all things that 
are, which always happens to accompany color" 
(74C-78). Meno is dissatisfied with this defini
tion, saying that one could question the concept 
of color in the same way that they are question
ing the concept of shape. After what seems to 
be some initial annoyance, Socrates gives what 
he calls a more dialectical alternative, and de
fines shape as "that at which the solid ends ... the 
limit of a solid" (75D- 83). Socrates calls this 
new definition dialectical because it consists 
of concepts with which Meno already agrees. 

However, before this argument is ad
vanced further, Meno asks about color once 
again. Socrates stops the argument to call Meno 
"outrageous'', telling him, "you pose trouble
some problems for an old man to answer but you 
yourself are unwilling to recollect..." Changing 
his stance, Socrates proceeds to give Meno an 

answer that "gratifies" him because it is giv
en in the style of Gorgias, his teacher. Soc
rates now describes shape as the effluence of 
bounded figures (75D). Even though this an
swer was indeed gratifying to Meno, Socrates 
points out that it could be used to describe 
sight, hearing, etc., making it inferior to the 
definition of shape he had previously given. 

The exchange I just recounted happens 
immediately before Socrates claims to have al
ready given Meno the patterns he can use to 
approach the nature of virtue. Therefore, these 
patterns are likely to be in the section just out
lined. However, Socrates does not seem to have 
finished his original endeavor, to show how 
thinking about the definition of a shape can 
help Meno define virtue. Was Socrates speak
ing the truth when he claimed (at 7 4C) to have 
given Meno the pattern? While Socrates had 
started to give Meno a paradigmatic definition 
of shape, Meno's courageousness and Socra
tes's "weakness for beautiful people" seemed 
to make Socrates give the gratifying answer 
(instead of the pedagogical one) without going 
through his original definition and relating it 
to virtue. Is it possible that Socrates consid
ered his definition, as he gave it, to be enough 
of a pattern for Meno to relate it to virtue? 

Let us take Socrates's statement to be 
true. Let us accept the fact that somewhere 
before 79Al 70, a pattern was given to Meno 
to such that he could define virtue without its 
particulars. Even though Meno, according to 
Socrates, "paid no attention" (79Al 70) to his 
patterns, we do not have to do not have to 
accept the same fate. We can start by trying 
to finish Socrates' argument concerning the 

definition of shape. What is special about the 
definitions of shape, "that at which the solid 
ends" or "the limit of a solid" other than that 
they seems to avoid appealing to particulars? 
How do we come up with a comparable defi
nition about virtue? Does it make sense to 
think of virtue as having a boundary? If so, 
what is it? If such a boundary does exist, and 
we are able to define virtue in terms of it, then 
we would be providing a definition of virtue 
that does not reduce to its particulars. A way 
we might start to do this do this is by under
standing what Socrates really means by 'limit' 
or by asking what it means for a solid 'to end'. 

Maybe the statement about the pat
tern is addressed to us and not Meno. Plato 
might be trying to tell us that Meno's reactions 
are part of the pattern itself. Just like Socra
tes saw through Meno's soul and noticed that 
he was just waiting to be gratified instead of 
finding the truth about virtue, we should look 
into our own souls and diagnose whether we 
care about finding the nature of things or are, 
like Meno, satisfied with the facile answers. 
Perhaps the attachment that we have towards 
these incomplete · answers come from the fact 
that they are given by our teachers. Part of 
Socrates' aim in talking to Meno might have 
been to get him to realize that in order to re
ally to understand what the nature of virtue 
is, he must forget the answers that his teacher 
Gorgias would have given and start an inqui
ry on virtue without this bias. It is with this 
in mind that Plato's Patterns of Argumenta
tion act as a roadmap to navigate through the 
Meno with a spirit of inquiry and without an 
unhealthy attachment to the ideas of others. 
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Finding the Expression for a Cut of Greatest Difference 
in a Regular Odd-Sided Polygon 

Louis Petrich (A19) 

Find a method of cutting any regular polygon with an odd number of sides once, with a straight line, 
through its centroid such that the two parts of the polygon have the greatest difference in area, and find a 

generalized expression for the difference. 

Let there be an odd-sided regular polygon ABDEF 
with centroid C. 
Join AC and extend it to G on ABDEF. 
Take D, an extremity of the side cut by AG, and join 
it with C; extend DC to H on ABDEF. 
Bisect angle ACH; extend the bisecting line so that 
it is bounded in both directions by ABDEF [Eu. I. 
10]. 
It is evident from the construction that the bisecting 
line LK passes through C and cuts ABDEF. 

I say that the difference between ABDKL and LKEF 
is the greatest possible difference between any two 
parts of ABDEF that are made by a cutting line 
passing through C. 

All possible cutting lines lie at or between HC and 
AC, and likewise CD and CG, for every regular 
odd-sided polygon is constituted by an odd number 
of vertically opposite triangles such as AHC, CGD. 

Circumscribe circle ABE about ABDEF [Eu. rv. 14]. 
Join AE, AD, FC, CB. 
FC, AC, BC, DC are equal [Eu. I. De£ 15]. 
AF, FE, AB, BD are equal [definition of a regular 
polygon]. 
Therefore triangle FAC is equal to triangle BAC [I. 
8]; angle FAC is equal to angle BAC. 
But angle AFE is equal to ABD [definition of a 
regular polygon]. 
Therefore triangle AFE is equal to triangle ABD [Eu. 
I. 4]; angles FAE, BAD are equal, likewise sides AE, 
AD. 
Now it was already proven that angle FAC is equal 
to angle CAB. Therefore the remaining angles EAG, 
DAG are equal [Eu. I. C.N. 3]. 

With AG being common and AE, AD having been 
proven equal, triangles AEG, AGD are equal [I. 4]. 
Therefore angle AGE is equal to angle AGD, and 
both are equal to a right angle [I. Def. 10] . 
In a similar way we can prove that AHC is equal to 
a right angle. 

E G KN P D _, --Figure 1 

Therefore triangle AHC is equal to triangle CGD; 
remaining sides are equal [I. 15], [I. 26] . 

Now since we bisected angle HCA, HCL is equal to 
LCA. 
Therefore angles HCL, LCA, GCK, KCD are all equal 
[I. 15]. 
Therefore triangle LHC is equal to CGK; and LAC is 
equal to CKD1 [I. 26]. 

Now AGEF is equal to ABDG, for it was previously 
proven that triangle AFE is equal to ABD and that 
AEG is equal to ADG [I. C.N. 2]. 

FHCGE is equal to ABDC, for AHC is equal to CGD 
[I. C.N. 3]. 
FHDE is equal to HABD[I. C.N. 2] . 
Therefore the difference between ABDKL and LKEF 
is equal to the difference between ALC, CKD and 
LHC, CGK [I. C.N. 3]. 

Because angles AHC, CGD are both bisected, 
AC:CH::AL:LH::DK:KG [VI. 3]. 

1 Relies on the equality of triangles AHC, CGD. 

AC is greater than CH, for AC is the hypotenuse of 
AHC [I. 47] . 
Therefore, AL, DK are greater than LH, KG[V. 5], [I. 
C.N. 2]. 
Therefore the exterior triangles LAC, KDC are 
greater than the right triangles LHC, CGK, for all of 
these triangles are under the same height, HC[VI. 
1] . 
It follows that ABDKL is greater than LKEF. 

And there is no cutting line that makes the two right 
triangles equal to the two exterior triangles. For if 
not, then there is such a cutting line. Let it be named 
MN. 
Note that angle MCH is equal to angle NCD[I. 15]. 

Let us think of triangles AHC, CDG as being 
brought together, HC being applied to CG, and 
together the two triangles making one whole plane 
figure, triangle CAD, symmetrical about CG. 
Note that angle MCG is the same as MCH in this 
way of thinking2• c 

I 

A L M G (H) K N D 

Figure 2 

By hypothesis MHC, CGN are equal to MAC, CDN. 
Therefore AM, ND is equal to MG, GN[VI.1]. 
Therefore AL, LM, ND are equal to MG, GK, KN. 
But GK is equal to LG, which is equal to LM, MG; 
therefore AL, LM, ND are equal to MG, LM, MG, 
KN. 
By hypothesis MHC, CGN are equal to MAC, 
CDN3• 

Therefore AM, ND is equal to MG, GN[VI. l] . 
Therefore AL, LM, ND are equal to MG, GK, KN. 
But GK is equal to LG, which is equal to LM, MG; 
therefore AL, LM, ND are equal to MG, LM, MG, 
KN. 
But AL is equal to KD, which is equal to KN, ND, 
therefore KN, ND, LM, ND are equal to MG, LM, 
MG,KN. 
2 See figure 2. This way of thinking is used to con-
ceive of figures 3 and 4 as well. 
3 The reasoning in this section is authorized by com
mon notion and by the arithmetic principles that Euclid lays 
down throughout his work. 

KN, LM being common, ND is equal to MG. 

Because ND equals MG, and triangles CND, CMG 
are under the same height, and angle MCG equals 
NCD, it must be that CD:CG::CM:CN[VI. 1], [VI. 
15]. 
But it is absurd that CD the greater be to CG the 
lesser as CM the lesser is to CN the greater [I. 47], 
[V. 5] . 
Therefore we reject the hypothesis and affirm that 
there is no cutting line that makes the two right 
triangles equal to the two exterior triangles. Further
more, because cutting lines AG, HD separate AB
DEF into equal parts, and the cutting line LK makes 
the two exterior triangles greater than the two right 
triangles, the two exterior triangles will always be 
greater than the two right triangles no matter what 
the cutting line4• 

And there is no cutting line that makes the differ
ence between the two exteriors and the two rights 
equal to or greater than the difference between LHC, 
CGK and ALC, CKD. For if not, then there is such 
a cutting line, OP. Note that angle OCH is equal to 
PCD, and that angle OCH is the same as OCG[I. 
15]5. 

c 

A L 0 G (H) Q K P D 
Figure 3 

Construct line CQ with angle QCG equal to OCG 
[I. 23]. 
Triangle OCG is equal to QCG [I. 26]. 
It was already proven that angle LCG is equal to 
KCD, and that OCG is equal to PCD. 

Therefore angle QCG is equal to PCD[I. C.N. 1] . 
Because angle GCK is equal to KCD, remaining 
angles QCK, KCP are equal [I. C.N. 3] . 
Therefore triangle QCP is bisected. 
Therefore CP:CQ::KP::QK::the greater:the lesser[!. 
47]. 
But OG is equal to GQ, because triangle OCG is 
equal to QCG. 

4 This assertion is authorized by the principle of con-
tinuity that Euclid holds to be true in his geometric system. 
5 See figure 3. 
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And it was already proven that LG is equal to GK. 
Therefore the remaining parts LO, QK are equal [I. 
C.N. 3]. 
Therefore LO is less than KP[I. C.N. l]. 

Because of the triangles being under the same 
height, and the current hypothesis, it follows that: 
(AO, PD) - ( OG, GP) is equal to or greater than 
(AL, KD) - (LG, GK)6• 

Therefore (AL, LO, PD) - (OG, GK, KP) is equal to 
or greater than (AL, KP, PD) - (LO, OG, GK). 
Therefore LO-KP is equal to or greaterthan KP-LO. 
Therefore, by hypothesis, LO is equal to or greater 
than KP. But this is absurd. Therefore we reject the 
hypothesis7 and affirm that there is no cutting line 
that makes the difference between the two exteri
ors and the two rights equal to or greater than the 
difference between LHC, CGK and ALC, CKD. 
Therefore the cutting line LK makes the greatest dif
ference between the two rights and the two exteri
ors. Therefore the cutting line LK makes the greatest 
difference between ABDKL and LKEF. 

Q.E.D. 

Corollary. Given two sides of triangle HCL, to ex
press the difference between ABDKL and LKEF. 
Because the two rights and the two exteriors are all 
under the same height, and triangle AHC is equal to 
CGD, it is clear that the difference between ABDKL 
and LKEF is expressed by 2- [VI. 1 ]8. 

Figure 4 

6 I use some modern nomenclature for the sake 
of clarity. Authority is once again derived from common 
notion and the basic arithmetic principles that Euclid lays 
down through his work. 
7 Namely, that there is a cutting line that makes 
the difference between the two exteriors and the two 
rights equal to or greater than the difference between 
LHC, CGK and ALC, CKD. 
8 See figure 4. I have renamed certain lines for the 
sake of clarity. 

a : p : : y : o [VL 3]. 
a+p: p :: y +o: o [V. Def. 14]. 

Buty+o=£=~(-a)2 +p 2 [I.47]. 

Therefore a+ P : P : : '1 (- a) 2 + P 2 : o 

Therefore o=(~)~(-a) 2 +p 2 

But y =~(-a) 2 + P 2 -o 

Therefore Y =-Ve- a) 2 +13 2-( ~)-Ve- a) 2 +13 2 

Therefore 0-y = ( n~B) ~(-a) 2 + p 2 

- ~e-a)2+p2+(-k)~e-a)2+p2 

Therefore 8-y = (~:~) '1c- a)2 +=13=2~-
Therefore 2a(8-y) = 2a (~) "\/c-a) 2 +13 2 

Therefore 2 a ( ~=~) "\/a 2 + 13 2 expresses the 
difference between ABDKL and LKEF. 
Similar reasoning applies if we are given a, c:, or ~' £9• 

The line-to-line reasoning of the proof does 
not work with all regular odd-sided polygons; but 
the essence of the proof arises from the form of the 
regular odd sided polygon. It would take superficial 
changes to the proof in order to accommodate any 
specific figure, including the equilateral triangle. 
These changes would amount to altering the way in 
which the form of the regular odd-sided polygon is 
brought to light from the particular given case. 

I noticed that any cut that runs through 
the centroid and parallel to any side of the polygon 
must maximize the difference between the cut 
sections. I would like to know a proof that explicitly 
involves this property. 

9 It is unsatisfactory that we should be given two 
values with at least one of which always being not intrin
sic to the regular odd-sided polygon (only£ is intrinsic). 
However, this is the best one can do without the use of 
basic trigonometry; I limit myself to Euclid. 

Re!lections in Writing-Music 

The Tone and the Interval - A Tale of Two Musical Terms 

Whether it is a passive listening or an active 
interaction we are always confronted with things in 
music that challenge our understanding of what 
music really is. Things that one might not think of 
as having any musical importance are used in al
most every piece to create the whole that we all hear, 
things such as silence and even space. This space, to 
a large extent, creates music more so than the tones 
themselves do. The space between the tones, the in
tervals, are measured by the steps from tone to tone 
and are described as minor seconds, major seconds, 
perfect fourths, fifths and so on. These intervals, 
this space, is what changes the scales from major 
to minor or to any other different scale mode. Per
haps, most importantly, this space constructs any 
melody that we hear. Because of this, the interval is 
responsible for tension, which is responsible for the 
way we perceive and think about the piece of mu
sic. The space between the tones holds a great deal 
of influence over the music we listen to, but why 
do we hear it? It seems odd that the music should 
be primarily made up of the space between the 
notes rather than the tones that we hear. What is 
this interaction between the tone and the interval? 

The interval cannot be separated from the 
tone. These two things share their existence with 
each other because the interval can only be creat
ed when two or more tones are played but without 
that space between the tones, the sound would be 
meaningless. Although this coexistence is import -
ant, the interval seems to have a larger effect on the 
piece as a whole than the tone itself does. If a piece 
was to begin with a tone, a G, to serve as an ex
ample, but didn't move anywhere, simply staying 
on the G, we would only hear a single tone. When 
movement does occur, perhaps from the G to B, 
the interval creates direction and gives movement 
to the piece, a movement that a single tone could 
not provide because of its nature of being singular. 

The beginning note of this fictitious piece 
of music, a G, when it moves to the B creates a ma
jor third interval and a move from there to the D 
would create a <1>-<3>-<5> progression in a G 
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major scale. The sense that we get from this pro
gression, a very defined sense of fulfillment, lack
ing very little because of the ending on <5>, would 
be recreated with any of the tones so long as the 
intervals were not changed. This continuity in the 
sense of the intervals appears to make the duty of 
tones in any musical context obsolete. The tones 
do, however, have their place in the context of the 
piece of music, but what is that place? If Beetho
ven had written the opening of his Symphony No. 
5 three octaves above the original would we still 
imagine death knocking on our door? Even in 
"Reaper Death" or "Haitian Fight Song" by Charles 
Mingus, in most pieces we would not be given a 
proper sense of what the music is trying to con
vey if it was not played where it was written in the 
tones. That is to say, if the tones are changed, even 
though their importance in crafting the sense of 
the music seems covered by the intervals, the piece 
would convey a different feeling even with the in
tervals preserved. Therein lies the nature of the co
existence of the tone and the interval. The interval, 
when separated from the space between, is emp
ty, lacking any direction, which gives us no means 
to imagine the tone in space or movement. But, 
the interval requires the tone to solidify itself into 
something that can interact with the listener. There 
is something essential to music in both because this 
coexistence seems to give the music space, move
ment, direction. This allows us to better understand 
the position of the piece in the world. We cannot 
hear the musicality of a single tone because it lacks 
the direction of the intervals and we cannot inter
act with the intervals without the help of the tones. 
What about this directionality, this space, helps 
us understand and imagine the piece of music? 

When the first tone of a piece is played, 
that piece has the potential to go down any path. 
But once a second tone is provided the possibilities 
diminish and this perhaps makes it easier for the 
listener to imagine the image of the piece. Theim
portance of imagining music perhaps stems from 
a need to understand the music in a spatial way. 
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What about this directionality, this space, helps 
us understand and imagine the piece of music? 

When the first tone of a piece is played, 
that piece has the potential to go down any path. 
But once a second tone is provided the possibil
ities diminish and this perhaps makes it easier 
for the listener to imagine the image of the piece. 
The importance of imagining music perhaps 
stems from a need to understand the music in a 
spatial way. There are many descriptions used to 
grasp a sense of music in the context of a physi
cal space. The chord is said to fill up the room. A 
single note can be described as feeling empty or 
alone. The run of sixteenth notes floats whereas 
heavy quartet notes descending from middle C 
are sinking; one can feel their weights. All of these 
descriptors hint at a sense of space within music, 
or at least a need for us to understand music in a 
spatial way. The introduction of the second tone 
limits the possibilities of the direction, which al
lows the listener to better comprehend the path 
of the music and make it imaginable. It forces the 
sound from something incomprehensible, such 
as a single tone, to a space where we can almost 
see the music move. What is this space? How can 
we understand music in this spatial manner? This 
space, at times, is being filled up by the music, 
and at other times is emptied. Music seems to in
teract with this space to use it as a way to inter
act with the listeners. This is not physical space 
in a strict sense, one cannot reach out and grab 
a fifth interval, but what is heard in the fifth in
terval is connected to this space. We feel this also 
when describing the direction of a piece of music. 
There are paths that the music takes- from one to 
six and back to two and up and down again. This 
happens spatially in that we sense it as a direction 
through something or to something. Even the 
way the interval is described as a space between 
the tones hints at a very spatial understanding of 
music. However, it is not only the interval and 
the tones that create this understanding of music. 

Melody is built off of the tones and their 
intervals but the separate rhythm and time of the 
structure of the melody creates a different sense 
of space in music, although one that does work 

alongside the space of the interval. The length and 
rhythm of the melody and the varying lengths of 
the phrases restrict the spatial understanding of 
the tones in that it provides an image for the tones 
to paint. So that, if the piece is understood as a 
painting, when we look at the image we are not 
struggling to understand the meaning of only the 
colors, which would be hearing only the inter
vals and tones without a melody to guide them. 

The melody gives us the images of the 
painting so that we can understand the colors 
as they interact with the image, the tones and 
intervals as they interact with the melody. Why, 
though, does music take on this spatial sense 
when it cannot take part in any sort of physi
cal space? The way the intervals and tones in
teract with us seem almost to be a part of the 
physical space which we occupy. The distance 
between the highest and lowest notes of the pi
ano seem like they should exist physically. We 
can so easily sense the space between those two 
notes, but they are not able to occupy quite the 
same space. Perhaps that is the role of melody 
and rhythm in general: to provide the intervals 
with a way to interact with the listener in a way 
that is more physical than either the melody and 
rhythm or the intervals themselves could have. 
The existence of that sense of space is baffling. Mu
sic does not exist in a physical way as the visual arts 
do, such as sculpting, but it seems that we think of 
it in more of a physical sense than any other art. It 
does not quite exist in time either but we need to 
understand it in both a spatial and temporal sense 
before we can actually hear what image the piece 
is trying to describe. The intervals, because of the 
sense of direction they give to the piece of music, 
transport the music into a spatial existence. They 
bring it into a sense that can be at least partially 
understood by us, because without any sense of 
direction, of space, like the single tone, there is 
nothing through which we can understand. For us, 
it seems understanding is linked to a spatial imag
ination but, although there is something natural 
in the space of music that seems to lend itself to 
our understanding, like most things, the complete 
understanding of this space most often eludes us. 

Reflections in Writing-Laboratory 

Entelechy 

The path of embryological development 
seems fixed, with every embryo going through 
the same stages to form the organism. The egg 
is fertilized, cleaves, and after many divisions the 
blastula develops. A part of the blastula is pulled 
inside, and the gastrula originates. The process 
continues until the organism is finally formed. 
This is the normal development. Looking upon 
this process, we may attribute this perfect reg
ularity to a similarity of chemical reactions and 
locations of cells in the normal case. But aston
ishing observations arise when we alter the typi
cal process. Experiments done on embryos have 
shown that if we destroy various parts of the de
veloping embryo, normal embryos still develop 
(though smaller). Cells become something dif
ferent than they would usually become in order 
to create a typical organism. To this subsistence 
of form Driesch gives the name entelechy. Entel
echy is the prospective potency oriented towards 
some goal, and its very existence demonstrates 
the interdependence of philosophy and science 
for Driesch, in that there must be something be
yond just the 'hard' sciences (chemistry and phys
ics) that biology, with philosophy's aid, explores. 

Before exploring the concept of entelechy, 
it will be useful to explore the qualities of entele
chy, for the qualities will afford a deeper under
standing of the concept itself. Entelechy allows us 
to predict the prospective value of the cells, as do 
the absolute size and locality of the cell in ques
tion. But among these factors, the quality that 
makes entelechy significant is that it is a non-vari
able. The absolute size and locality can change, but 
the entelechy will never change. Entelechy is also 
related to prospective potency, the possible out -
comes available for the cell. It may appear suspi
cious to state that every cell has the same prospec
tive potency (since entelechy is a non-variable), 
for we have learned that cells differentiate as the 
organism matures. The equipotency of the egg be
comes bound to various functions as the gastrula 
develops and takes on the forms of later organs 
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and parts. However, Driesch provides a lovely 
example of why we can accept this. In Clavellina, 
one can separate the bronchial apparatus from 
the body, and the bronchial apparatus will create 
a new organism. The bronchial apparatus was a 
fully differentiated system, but it dedifferentiated 
in order to form a new, small, Clavellina. Thus, all 
cells seem to have at least a latent equal prospective 
potency. These two characteristics, non-variability 
and being similar to prospective potency are most 
intimately connected to the concept of entelechy. 

As stated above, entelechy is prospective 
potency with a goal in mind. Driesch himself 
states it is "the prospective potency, embracing 
order"1• The order he mentions was earlier de
fined as "'the relation oflocalities in the absolutely 
normal case"' (91). But what does this mean? Let's 
look at the normal case once again, using the ex
ample of a sea urchin. If left undisturbed, the ur
chin embryo will grow into a sea urchin through 
the typical steps listed above. There is some end 
result that the embryo is working towards, that of 
the individual sea urchin. Now we may be tempt
ed to fall back on an evolutio theory and state 
that the cells aren't working towards a larger goal. 
The parts for later development are inside the cell 
and depending on how they are distributed they 
create the organism. The cell structure proceeds 
the end result. However, this conclusion is why 
Driesch takes time to refute pure evolutio. In the 
experiments he ran, he was able to create whole 
organisms from smaller parts. If evolutio were 
correct, this would have never happened, for as 
the cells continued to develop, some cells would 
lack the muscle cells, if one of the blastulas which 
contained the parts for muscle cells were elim
inated early on in the experiment. What the ex
periments seem to demonstrate is that evolutio's 
argument is backwards. While the cell structure 
must obviously proceed the organism as a whole 
(as the cell structure makes up the organism), 
its structure appears to be somewhat informed 

1 Driesch, Hans. "The Science and Philosophy of 
the Organism''. Observing Living Beings. 69-124. Print. 
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by the end result, the entire organism. This ap
parent search for wholeness, a goal, is what al
lows Driesch to claim the existence of entelechy 
and also is what defines entelechy as a concept 
distinct from prospective potency. But the pro
spective potency is part of it as well. Cells aren't 
required to follow the same path in every single 
possible development. The first blastula might 
usually become one set of cells, but if taken away, 
the other blastula can assume those duties. If this 
were not the case, the embryo couldn't consis
tently reach its end, the whole organism. Thus, 
this is entelechy; the potential potency, but the 
potential potency kept in check by the goal of 
whatever the final organism is supposed to be. 

The idea of entelechy illustrated above 
goes beyond simple chemistry, and thus shows 
that biology in some sense requires philosophy. 
Driesch illustrates this well with his reductio ad 
absurdum proofs for entelechy. His first refuta
tion is the purely chemical theory of morphogen
esis. This is the theory that morphogenesis is just 
chemical degradation in cells. The fundamental 
problem is twofold: in regeneration chemicals 
would necessarily be lost and regained with no 
guiding principle to create a consistent result, 
and that there aren't an abundance of chemicals 
correlating to the various types of differentiation, 
just a few rearranged in various ways. Thus, biol
ogy must at least go beyond pure chemistry. His 
next refutation is that of a mechanical view of bi
ology. This is the idea that morphogenesis occurs 
due to a structure in cells which is set off by vari
ous interactions between the cells. Driesch's prob
lem with this is that every cell would then contain 
the whole machine but work in a specialized way, 
which to him seems absurd. For then what guid
ing principle would cause the machine to behave 
differently in different cells? This accompanies 
the argument that if the embryo was just a ma
chine, it wouldn't perform the exact same way as 
normal embryos when we destroy various parts. 

These refutations require biology to inquire more 
deeply than chemistry and other natural sciences. 
This deeper search leads us to entelechy, a patent
ly philosophical idea. Philosophy then becomes 
part of science. We deduce some philosophical 
claims from our observations of natural phenom
ena that allow us to continue forth with our in
vestigations and guide our work. We can see this 
in the layout of Driesch's book itself. He states, 
''All our biology will not be for its own sake, but 
for the sake of philosophy" (72). This statement 
doesn't seem to be contained only to his book 
either. Instead, his book seems to be a paradigm 
for future science, where we utilize philosophy 
and allow ourselves to not reduce every natural 
phenomena to chemistry and physics, if these 
sciences don't adequately explain the phenome
na. This is what Driesch himself has done: he has 
used science, performing various experiments 
and documenting his observations. Through 
the process of logical deduction he has realized 
that what we would consider 'typical' science 
doesn't explain those phenomena well enough. 
He finds in philosophy an answer that seems to 
fit the facts. Thus, for Driesch, science and phi
losophy must be cooperative, not exclusive. 

We have seen a way of seeing Driesch's 
system with entelechy as its core. Entelechy is the 
non-variable of life; it remains true for all organ
isms, though the entelechy of different species may 
fluctuate. It is a goal for which life strives, shaping 
the potential potency into a whole organism. Thus, 
it is a goal-oriented potential potency. This very 
concept then introduces a new methodology of 
science, where science and philosophy are no lon
ger mutually exclusive; we are not applying chem
istry to life, we are exploring something deeper. 
Philosophy can help in this exploration. We do 
not abandon scientific methodology, but we allow 
philosophy to be an option when it is the logical 
option. In the end, entelechy provides the basis of 
life and the synthesis of science and philosophy. 

Thoughts from a Second Look at Freshman Lab 

While seminar is the class that fulfills 
our Great Books namesake, I would contend 
that freshman lab offers the most formative in
troduction to the St. John's mission. A year ago, 
wrapped up in my preconceptions of what a 
"science class" should be, I failed to find pur
pose in any of the material. Why read incor
rect or indirect descriptions of organic phe
nomena? Why muse over ancient mysteries 
that we now have the means to explain without 
reference to a psychic or supersensible force? 

A magnolia tree belongs to its species be
cause of its distinct chemical set of genetic infor
mation. Its taxonomic location (within category 
tree, within category plant) is determined by the 
proportion of information it shares with other life 
forms. In similar progression, it is quite easy to 
resolve any query about earth's biology with DNA. 

Since primary school, we have been 
taught short-cut terminology to explain away 
the miraculous. We have been given images and 
words to describe the mechanical inner workings 
of things that, for centuries, men had no means 
of seeing. This makes it very easy to dismiss the 
theories ofTheophrastus and Aristotle as over-te
dious analysis of what seems elementary, or find 
some of their opinions objectively false. While 
the boundary of appropriate/inappropriate ex
tra-textual information is a subject requiring its 
own book to address, I have found that lab discus
sion flirts with the edge of relevancy more than 
any other class. It seems our precursory scientif
ic education is especially hard to leave behind. 

It is important to remind ourselves that 
the seductively conclusive answers to life's most 
existential questions (like D.N.A.) bring us to 
the current limit of human discovery. They teach 
us nothing of how to track the arduous path of 
scientific exploration. It is a painful thing to let 
go of one's lifelong collection of answers. But 
it is equally necessary to see how shallow the 
spoon-fed explanations of our former education 
really are. Often the centuries of progress, re-
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gress, refutations, and addendums that precede 
any unified scientific theory are glossed over. 
The early oppositional opinions, often incorrect 
or incomplete, that propel any "-ology" toward 
truth are dismissed for simplicity or efficiency. 
We receive what was determined the most es
sential principle in a clumpy, over-concentrated 
serving that makes no mention of chronology. 
But no scientific field stands in its complete and 
final state. Innovation forward requires the ap
plication of inquiry - an active search for the 
false appearances, absurdities, or aberrations 
in whatever Socratic cave we currently inhabit. 
Freshman lab introduces many authors who iso
late these fissures and apply enough pressure to 
crack the scientific consensus. These men off er 
proof and guidance; they show that it is possible 
to dethrone the false assumptions that are as old 
as man's ancient ignorance. It is this action, and 
not necessarily the authors' final conclusions, 
that we should see as the primary purpose oflab. 

And so we humble ourselves to their 
methods of observations. So we look hard at the 
magnolia's trunk, the mackerel's scales, a day old 
egg yolk (maybe we dizzy ourselves with magni
fication). Unsurprisingly, the closer we get, the 
more readily the intricacies and delicacies of life 
unfold. We begin to see cracks in our existing 
categorization, slight modifications to the words 
we thought were simple: life, death, self, species. 
The separations between plant and animal, ani
mal and man lose their conventional strictness. 
Something much greater binds all these beings 
together and allows each individual organism 
the self-interest to survive, grow, and multiply. 
We cannot help but notice nature's immense 
multiplicity, the ingenious niche roles allotted to 
her offspring. What glorious force orchestrates 
such great design, permeating every part of our 
earth? This sort of religious awe that overcomes 
anyone willing to look closely at nature's handi
work helps us empathize with manual authors. If 
we consider some of life's most staggering feats, 
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such as locomotion, appetite, intelligence, and 
consciousness, then Aristotle's vitalistic senti
ments [do not/no longer] seem strange but ex
ceedingly rational. 

Other St. John's classes accustom us to the 
slow and tedious flowering process that begins 
once we accept a seed of science, the root ques
tion which allows for experimental outgrowth. 
First we must excavate whatever ill-formed in
frastructure occupies that scientific field in our 
mind. Euclid too requires radical disassociation 
from the last decade we've had of mathematical 
education. Yet, the Elements unfold in the incre
mental logical strides of a single man, whereas 
the lab manual shows us scattered voices span
ning centuries. The texts in Observing Living Be
ings bridge 360 B.C. with the the 17th century, 
even up to the late 1960s, exploring the parts and 
purposes of a vast array of "beings": plants and 
animals, their motion, blood, cells, and devel
opment. It shows us small slivers of how human 
understanding has evolved. Its often conflicting 
or incongruous opinions make us wonder about 
the flexibility and/ or fallibility of any scientific 
"facf' This is one of the more frustrating parts of 
the curriculum, students must deconstruct sys
tems they spent all last class trying to understand 
(for example, Aristotle's account of the heart). 

In hindsight, however, this chronolo
gy hints at potential resolutions to the essential 
question of being. We sample different eras and 
their alternative ways of addressing the ancient 
mysteries of self-hood and soul. We examine that 
spiritual sanguine substance that, when drained, 
leaks life away with it. Our study of blood, the nu
trient source, and its muscular, metronome-like 
pump at our very center, hints at what separates 
the conscious animals from other passive beings. 
This fluid, ubiquitous throughout the animal 
body, seems to be the battery of being-at-work
staying-itself. Something even more sacred lies 
in the study of embryology in the latter half of 
the first semester. The miraculous restitutive 
properties of early eggs characterize further this 
individual "wholeness" articulated and main
tained by every unit of a species. In 1967, Dreisch 
rejected any mechanical and chemical explana
tions for regenerative capacities of disturbed 

early embryos. He crowns the "the faculty of giv
ing laws to oneself" as the king of life metamor
phosis and cell morphogenesis. The rectification 
of mutilated parts suggested such a resilience 
of selfhood, we might invoke the soul (Driesch 
opts for his own word- entelechy). Dreisch re
veals that modem thought is not necessarily 
incompatible with ancient belief, that advanced 
technology and theory may still fall short of ap
proaching that which appears supernatural. Our 
studies at the end of the first semester loop back 
quite beautifully to our initial studies of Aristotle. 

I have come to greatly appreciate the ear
ly growing pains of freshman lab. It compels the 
crucifixion of our prior education, for the salva
tion of humble ignorance and honest inquiry. It 
allows us to find purpose in even the most impre
cise aspects of bygone scientific scholars, to see 
their process for all its worth. This skill underlies 
much of what we do here at St. John's. It has helped 
me find meaning in the dethroned planetary ac
counts of geocentric astronomers, and purpose 
in the restrictive rules of early musical composi
tion. Such specious theories help us understand 
the sort of ignorance man subjects himself to, 
as well as ways to challenge these limitations. 

But it is not just the readings that stun 
me the second time around. The open-ended, 
self-driven aspect of practica leaves a lot of room 
for silence. I often fear that the students will not 
find some wormhole worthy of exploration in ev
eryday subjects such as flowers or fish, but they al
ways do. Wide eyed, they point to feathery horns 
on a bloom, strange bones suspended inside the 
fish skull, the cartilaginous tubes in spongy lung 
tissue. I witness them easily spellbound by the 
unfathomable intricacy of even the of even the 
smallest sections of this great expanse called or
ganic life. They know that tiny revelations can 
challenge prevailing opinion: Harvey's refutation 
of the leaky pores in the heart's septum necessitat
ed an alternative blood pathway, while Spemann's 
needle-pricked frog egg grows into complete tad
pole despite Roux's work and the common con
ception of cell manifoldness. Modest observa
tion is often the source of intellectual revolution. 
All you have to do is look (maybe more than once). 
Surelyyou will find profound order, an alarmingar-

-ray of organism-distinct functions, an astounding 
variety of design. Once you look, you will not stop 
seeing this strange and incorruptible force of life 
that surrounds us - the force that colors trees red, 
heals bruised knees, and teaches birds to whistle. 
Encountering the texts and practica of freshman 
lab for a second time, and watching the incom
ing class explore topics in ways I did not antic
ipate, has heightened my reverence for this St. 

John's course. It continues to alter the way I in
teract with and observe the world around me. 
But this is only my second time around. I have 
been told that tutors find new insight every ro
tation through the manual, whether it is their 
5th or 15th read of the text. Comparing my lim
ited comprehension of lab authors last year with 
the more fleshed out impressions I feel I have 
now, there seems to be a lot of truth to this idea. 
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"8epµ~v E7tL 'i'uxpoTm Kap8lav exw:;:' 
(Antigone, line 88) 

If we simply take this line at face val
ue, it means something like, "You have a hot 
heart for cold things." This in itself is al
ready somewhat poetic: we have a juxtapo
sition of the antonyms hot and cold . Even 
without any metaphorical interpretation of in
dividual words, we can take this to represent 
the contradictory nature of Antigone's atti
tude as Ismene perceives it: it is the opposite 
of what would be appropriate to this situation. 

We can also consider what secondary 
meanings these words might have. 8iopµ6s can 
also mean "hasty" or "rash." 'lfDXPOS, by a di
rect application of its literal meaning, can be 
used to describe a corpse, with emphasis on its 
lifelessness. Now we have a combination that 
obviously describes the situation at hand more 
explicitly: "You are hasty to act on behalf of 
dead ones." 'l'uxpo'icn may here be taken to be 
masculine rather than neuter, but this is not nec
essary. It only serves Ismene's point better to 
consider a corpse to be a thing and not a person. 
In this way, we get a slightly different contrast 
with 'lfDXP6s. It is not simply the opposite of 
8iopµ6s but also of 8iopµ~ KapOia. A corpse has 
a cold heart, not a hot one. It is not hasty; it is 
motionless. Metaphorically, it can be said to 
have no heart at all. Antigone's love for her 
brother will be unrequited. (This is well within 
the scope of the Greek word KapOia as well.) 

With a more metaphorical interpreta
tion, 'lfDXPOS could be translated as "unreal." 
With some imagination, one could make the 
bold suggestion that Ismene's word means "un-

SamuelI-Iarder(A19) 

real people." This would mean that Polynices, 
now that he is dead, is no longer real; he is 
not a sentient being over whom to have con
cern. One might even dare to propose that she 
is thinking of the gods in this way as well. But 
this translation is more plausible if we no longer 
apply it to anything concrete. Instead, we could 
say that it is referring to something like "unre
al deeds," i.e., impossible ones. "You have a 
rash heart for the unattainable." What Antigone 
is conceiving is foolish, and she could never 
get away with it. Her fervid ambition is dead. 

If, on the other hand, we move away 
from the meanings of 'lfDXPOS itself and look 
at its background, we find that the word - at 
least in this context - has something of a dis
sonant overtone. It comes from a root meaning 
"to breathe" (by way of "to cool by blowing"). 
Hence also 'lfDXi], a word for "life" or "soul," 
something very different from a corpse . In 
this sense, 'lfDXPOS resonates with Kap&iCi even 
as it outwardly declares the opposite. 'lfDXPOS 
and 8iopµ6s both include an element of "spirit." 
Thus, a looser interpretation of the line could be 
: "You are too eager for matters oflife and death" 
- both of them at once. In this way, Ismene 
could almost be said to be betrayed by her own 
utterance. It reveals the weakness that charac
terizes her. She does not wish to choose either 
side. She does not want to die. But she also 
does not want to "live life to the fullest," as an 
Antigone might say. Whereas Antigone's name 
begins with the same anti- prefix that we use 
in English, Ismene's may bring to mind the fo
root that is used for words like "equal" and "per
haps." Ismene has her instrument tuned in this 
way, and there is nothing she can do to change it. 

A Love Forever Unspoken 
A Dialectic 

La Beaute de Charles Baudelaire 
1 Je suis belle, 6 mortels ! comme un reve 

de pierre, 
Et mon sein, oil chacun s'est meurtri tour 
a tour, 
Est fait pour inspirer au poete un amour 
Etemel et muet ainsi que la matiere. 

5 Je trone clans l'azur comme un sphinx 
incompris; 
J'unis un creur de neige a la blancheur 
descygnes; 
Je hais le mouvement qui deplace les 
lignes, 
Et jamais je ne pleure et jamais je ne ris. 

9 Les poetes, devant mes grandes attitudes, 
Que j'ai l'air d'emprunter aux plus fiers 
monuments, 
Consumeront leurs jours en d'austeres 
etudes; 

12 Car j'ai, pour fasciner ces dociles amants, 
De purs miroirs qui font toutes choses 
plus belles: 
Mes yeux, mes larges yeux aux clartes 
etemelles ! 

When we mortals are addressed by Beauty, she 
tells us that her breast is fashioned to inspire 
in poets a love just as mute and eternal as mat
ter. Why will she inspire such a love in the po
ets? Poets' occupation after all is poetry, which 
in its restricted sense is the craft of writing po
ems, refining the image of speech into beautiful 
forms. A mute love seems antithetical to the po
et's nature, since his very occupation is in giving 
voice to the world, to the soul. So, why should 
the love of these poets be eternal and silent? 

Since the poet manifestly does speak, 
i.e. write, perhaps we should make a distinc
tion between the poet himself and his love. 
It is possible for his love to be mute while he 
speaks. But what kind of love would Beauty's 
breast inspire, and why is that love mute? To put 
this another way, is there something ineffable 
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Beauty by Charles Baudelaire 
I am beautiful, mortals! like a dream of 
stone, 
And my breast, where each bruises himself 
in his tum, 
Is fashioned to inspire in the poet a love 
Just as mute and just as eternal as matter. 
I reign in the blue as a mysterious sphinx; 
I unite a heart of snow to the white of 
swans; 
I hate the movement that displaces fixed 
lines, 
And never do I cry and never do I laugh. 
The poets, standing before my great atti 
tu des, 
Which I appear to take from proudest 
monuments, 
Shall consume their days in austere studies 
thereof; 
Since I have - to fascinate these docile 
lovers -
These pure mirrors that make all things 
more beautiful: 
My eyes, my great eyes of eternal clarity! 

about the poet's love? What does it consist of? 
The first thing we should look to is the 

relation that the poet and Beauty have to one 
another. Beauty addresses us mortals (1. 1) as a 
superior being, and throughout the poem, the 
imagery Beauty uses to describe herself crafts 
a transcendent figure, a hard, mysterious being 
that despises shifting forms and never expresses 
joy or sorrow. Beauty seems immovable and like 
the studies that poets take up before her, austere. 
These seem appropriate to an anthropomor
phism of Beauty which is meant to reflect the na
ture of an immutable aesthetic ideal. The human 
manifestation of such an ideal would not be flip
pant, coy, or imprecise; rather, it would be disci
plined, consistent, and definite in its action and 
thought. Beauty here at first seems to be speaking 
as a marbleized Form - perhaps that which the 
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works in a museum try to manifest - whose nature 
is not understood by the poets, and which the poets 
devote themselves to the austere, loving study of. 

Our picture of Beauty becomes more 
complicated, however, when we consider her 
eyes. Her eyes are pure mirrors of eternal clarity, 
and they make all things more beautiful (ll. 12-
14). How does this change the poet's relation to 
Beauty? If the poet looks into Beauty's eyes, as a 
lover looking into the eyes of a beloved, then the 
poet will see a beautified reflection of himself. As 
pure mirrors, they are simply reflective and not 
transparent - for insofar as something is a mirror, 
it reflects what shines upon it. Any transparency 
is incidental and not part of the function of a mir
ror as such. The poet sees a reflection of himself 
in Beauty's eyes and does not see anything of the 
internal being of Beauty. If he only sees himself 
in the reflection, while this image is nonetheless 
beautified, then it seems that Beauty is revealing 
something of itself to the poet. However, we have 
said that Beauty's eyes are pure mirrors, i.e. that 
they are not transparent, but purely reflective. 
Since what is reflected is nonetheless made more 
beautiful, there must be something in the reflec
tion itself that makes things more beautiful. It 
seems that for the poet this will consist in conflat -
ing the reflection of himself with the inner being of 
Beauty. That is, if the poet looks into Beauty's eyes, 
and believes that he is viewing the internal being 
of Beauty - what Beauty is in itself - but is actu
ally looking at himself, then when he sees himself 
in the reflection, he will conflate Beauty itself (the 
object) with the reflection (himself, i.e. the sub
ject). What the poet thinks corresponds to the in
ner being of Beauty is really a property of himself. 

This then reveals a first kind of mute and 
eternal love. The poet, as long as he is devoted to 
the beautified image of himself, will give voice to 
something - his own self - but not to the thing 
that he intends to give voice to - Beauty. The love 
he has will be eternal, since its object is actual
ly itself, and hence is merely determined by it -
self, not by some external object. Its persistence 
is not dependent on another being, and hence 
will continue to persist. The love will be mute be
cause it never gives voice to its intended object 
- Beauty's inner being - nor to its actual object 

- itself, the former because the poet has mis
taken his reflection for the intended object, the 
latter because he is not aware that he has made 
this conflation. Here the subject and the object 
are conflated with one another, and the poet be
lieves that he is talking about Beauty, while he is 
really talking about himself. In such a case, the 
depiction of the mysterious, majestic austerity 
of Beauty in this poem, insofar as it is given in 
a depiction of Beauty by a poet, has its source 
in the poet, not in Beauty. Furthermore, the de
scriptions of Beauty here are merely descrip
tions of the subject of the poet - his incidental 
aesthetic preferences and tastes are made mani
fest in Beauty, not characteristics of Beauty itself. 

Problematic though this is, the lover's 
eyes may wander. Beauty has her large clear 
eyes to fascinate the docile lovers (cf. ll. 12-14), 
the poets, but the poets may behold some oth
er part of Beauty than her eyes. That is, the poet 
may look to the body of Beauty (cf. ll. 2, 8-9), 
not merely her eyes. If before we expected to see 
the inner being of Beauty in her eyes - a la the 
expression "the eyes are windows into the soul" 
- in her body we may find external manifesta
tions, the outward being, of Beauty. In statues 
and other works of art (cf. ll. 9-11), to name one 
kind of external manifestation, we can see what 
beauty looks like when present in other things. 

However, the poet's love again will be re
strained to an eternal muteness. For here the poet 
will take the external manifestations of Beauty to 
be equivalent to the inner essence of Beauty. That 
is, it will equate the particular manifestation with 
the universal character of Beauty (cf. ll. 9-11). The 
poet has escaped the problem of seeing merely his 
own reflection in Beauty's eyes, and in so far as 
he has done this, he seems to be nearer to Beau
ty's essence - it is the thing in statues or paint
ings that inspires awe and is of perfect form, so 
he will beautifully say- but he is nonetheless fur
ther from the essence of Beauty that Baudelaire 
is pointing us to, viz. Beauty's negative reflection 
that caused the poet in the first place to conflate 
himself with Beauty's inner being. While the poet 
speaks here of manifestations of Beauty, his love 
for Beauty will nonetheless be mute, since the 
poet again is mistaken about the object of his love. 

He believes that he is speaking about the inner be
ing, the essence of Beauty, but he is nonetheless 
speaking merely of its external manifestations, 
and he does not address its activity of negative 
reflection. His love will be eternal however, be
cause he will recognize that there is a universal 
character to physical objects, insofar as they all 
can be the medium in which Beauty external
ly manifests itself. Again, although this poet at 
the same time has moved away from merely 
speaking about his own incidental and subjec
tive character towards speaking about Beau
ty objectively, he nonetheless has moved fur
ther away from the actual character of Beauty. 

How shall he move closer to that true na
ture of Beauty? The third kind of poet is the one 
who has become aware of the problems in the pre
vious poets and their relations to Beauty, and from 
them has moved towards a more complete expres
sion of the poet's relation to Beauty by synthesiz
ing their relations to it. This poet understands the 
play between the inner and outer aspects of Beauty 
and both of them in relation to himself. That is, he 
recognizes that if he looks towards the inner being 
of Beauty, he will find merely his own reflection 
- his mere subjectivity - and hence not be able to 
say anything about Beauty itself, while if he looks 
towards the external manifestations of Beauty, he 
will neglect the reflective and negative aspect of 
Beauty's inner being. He recognizes that the pre
vious kinds of poets will present a determination 
of the subject or the object, but not the two in in
terplay with each other. Consequently, this poet 
will manifest both aspects of Beauty in his poetry, 
thereby revealing both Beauty's inner and outer 
being. The muteness and eternalness of the love of 
this poet will lie in the nature of his craft, poetry. 
Insofar as he is a poet, it is not his task to explicate 
conceptual relationships - a poet may incidentally 
explicate conceptual relationships, but it is prop
erly the task of the philosopher to do so. Rather, 
it is incumbent upon the poet to make manifest 

the relations between things, relations which are 
implicitly and actually conceptual. That is, the po
et's work is in demonstration, putting before our 
eyes and into our ears some relationship, while the 
philosopher's work is in explication, unpacking 
and laying bare a relationship. The mysterious is 
more at home in the product of poetry than it is in 
the product of philosophy. If the poet's work is to 
make manifest relationships, but not to explicate 
them, then the poet with this conceptual under
standing, insofar as he is a poet, will not explicate 
the relationship between the inner and outer be
ing of Beauty. Here lies his eternal and mute love. 
In demonstrating, presenting this relationship 
between the inner and outer being of Beauty, he 
will remain silent about its conceptual explication. 

Baudelaire seems to be in the third class 
of poets. To make this clearer: Homer's poet
ry tells us nothing of the Bard, and it seems that 
including anything of Homer's habits, personal
ity, pathological tendencies, etc. would be inap
propriate to the work, since it would not merely 
change a superficial aspect of the poem, but would 
change the very kind of poetry he sang. His po
etry is concerned with the object solely. Another 
kind of poet, who believes himself to be speaking 
about Beauty's essence directly, on the one hand 
thinks that he is presenting Beauty as it is in itself, 
but actually only presents how it is for him. Like
wise, if he should step outside of this, if he were 
to describe how Beauty manifests itself external
ly or its relation to him of negative reflection, he 
would essentially change the kind of poetry he 
is writing. Baudelaire's poetry manifests both as
pects of this relationship. In presenting external 
characteristics of Beauty while being aware of its 
reflective nature, Baudelaire reveals parts of his 
character in the description of other objects in his 
poetry. This helps us to resolve the strange con
dition of the poet's love in La Beaute. The poet of 
this poem will demonstrate, but will not here ex
plicate the poet's complex relationship to Beauty. 
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