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The Book of Job

Translation and Commentary on Chapters 30 and 31

Robert D. Sacks

St. John's College, Santa Fe

CHAPTER THIRTY

1 But now they have turned me into the joke', those younger than I whose

fathers I would have felt contempt to put with my sheep dogs. 2 What is the

strength of their hands to me, those men from whom all vigor has been lost, 3 a

wasteland in want and starvation. They gnaw at a parched land and destroy as

they are destroyed. 4 They gather mallow and leaves from the bushes. Broom

root has become their food. 5 Driven from the heart of things, they are cried

upon like thieves. 6 They find their quarter in river beds, in holes in the dust

and the rock. 7 Braying in the bushes, they huddle together under a weed. 8

Sons of Fools and Sons of Nobodies! They have been whipped from the
land.2

9 And now they have made a ditty of me and I have become a byword to

them. 10 Oh, how they abhor me and keep their distance; they do not even

refrain from spitting in my face. 11 They unfasten my tent rope and down I

come. They have thrown off all restraint. 12 On my right, flowering youths rise

up and put me to flight. They pave roads of destruction against me. 13 They
tear up my path and foster my demise but it does them no good.

14 They come in a great burst, wave after wave of
destruction.3

15 Terror turns upon me; it pursues my
gentility4

like the
wind,s

and my

salvation passes by like a cloud. 16 Now, my soul has poured itself out, and

days ofmisery have taken hold ofme. 17 By night my bones are whittled away,

and the gnawing never
ceases.6

18 My clothing envelops me in great restraint

and the collar of my tunic chokes at me. 19 It throws me into the mire and I

become like dust and ashes.

20 I cry out to You, but You give no answer. I stand there, but you only stare

at me. 21 You have turned
brutal8

and with the might of Your hand You per

secute me. 22 You hoist me up onto the
wind9

and set me astride to be tossed

about in the wreckage. 23 I know that You will deliver me to death, the house

prepared for all that lives; 24 yet will not those in turmoil reach out their hand

and cry out in their
calamity.10

The first twenty-nine chapters of the translation and commentary appeared in Volume 24, Num

bers 2 and 3, and Volume 25, Number 1, of Interpretation. The balance will appear in future issues.

interpretation, Winter 1998, Vol. 25, No. 2
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25 Did I not weep for those who had seen hard times? My soul grieved for

the poor. 26 I hoped for the good but there came evil; I waited in expectation

for the light, but there came only a murk. 27 My bowels churned, never at rest.

Days of poverty were ever before me. 28 I walked in gloom with no sun above.

I stood up in the assembly and cried out; 29 and so I became a brother to the

Jackal"

and friend to the
ostrich.'2

30 My skin turned black and is now peeling

off me; my bones are scorched by the heat. 31 My lyre has turned to mourning

and my flute to the voice of tears.

Comments

1. Verse 1 is intended as a reference back to verse 24 of the last chapter.

Job's friendly laughter, intended to relieve others of the burden of that crippling

kind of gratitude which leaves them with only a feeling of debilitating depen

dence, has been answered by a derisive laughter.

2. In turning laughter into scorn, they have, in Job's eyes, lost all humanity

without gaining true animality. Their needs remain human, but the contempt

implied by their jest makes it impossible for them to join with others except in

the most direct sense of huddling together under a weed, sharing only their

inability to share. They are human without the means to be human.

3. Job finds that he is no longer able to maintain the fiction that these men

are powerless and can do no harm. The mass effect of those who cannot see the

surface has, for Job, overwhelmed the surface.

4. The place of laughter, joking, playing, of scoffing, and scorn, all the same

word in the Hebrew text, has become confused for Job and intertwined with

the problem of contempt and compassion. When his goodnatured jest which

stemmed from his compassion became their gibes, their contempt for him be

came his contempt for them.

The confusion of his feelings of contempt and compassion then works upon

his received notion of being watched to produce a deep sense of guilt which

terrifies his inner sense of gentility.

5. or
"spirit."

6. Verse 17 is to be taken in a completely literal way. It is not uncommon for

people to be told by their dentist that their gums are in poor shape because they

clench their teeth at night. It is hard to imagine how much pain we can both

cause ourselves and withstand in sleep by twisting and turning, feeling without

waking. But why should Job feel this guilt so deeply in his being and punish

himself so harshly for a crime which he knows he did not commit? This is

perhaps the most fundamental question raised by the book. It is a question that

has been peering at us from behind every page, an enigma too vital to be

evaded by speaking of "two
Jobs"

or of multiple authorship.
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In facing this problem in a day when the works of Dr. Sigmund Freud have

become so much a part of the air we breathe, I feel much like a five-year-old

boy dressed in his Little Lord Fauntleroy suit, trudging home from the pond

with a tiny sailboat under his arm. How shall he relate the great saga of his

day's adventures at the dinner table when the list of guests includes such men

as Mr. Darwin and Mr. Melville? Yet even in our little pond the question still

looms at us large: Why should a man like Job feel the weight of guilt for a

crime which he knows he did not commit, or feel that his soul has been per

verted by an original and all-encompassing act of the fathers that for him has no

such power over the human spirit?

As Eliphaz, and in fact as the whole of human society known to Job, sees it,

Job is too perverted to recognize his own perversion with any clarity, and his

view of the world is too narrow to see his own sin. He must learn to forgo the

limited view of man and listen to the voice of God as it reveals itself to him in

his own night visions. Job's nightly twistings and turnings are caused by his

own guilt. Conscience is the means of divine retribution. But doubts have been

raised concerning this way of looking at the world both in terms of itself and in

terms of the injustice that it may be causing with regard to Job.

Is it then, that by considering himself guilty and by causing himself such

pain in order to prove to himself the existence of his guilt, he can come to

terms with other pains, ones which have no cause? Our guilt, confirmed to us

by our own self-punishment, then becomes the reason for our otherwise reason

less pain.

Or does the feeling of guilt act as our only immediate guarantor of the

cosmic significance of our actions?

Or do we, by condemning ourselves of sin, wish to place ourselves on a rank

beyond ourselves by becoming the condemner as well as the condemned? If

this is the case, what does it imply? Is it some strange kind of Kantian freedom

that we feel, in that we, and no other, such as the deposed father, have become

Lord and Master over ourselves? Or is it a way we have of silently and
sublimi-

nally feeling the joys of tyranny, even at the expense of living our daily life

under the pain and dread of that tyranny.

Compelling as these reasons are in general, they do not seem to be quite

adequate in the case of Job. These arguments presuppose and gain their force

from the cognitive power of human thought. They intend to give a thoughtful

and reasoned account of the workings of the human psyche which touch the

heart of the matter as it is apart from the needs and drives of the investigator

himself. This may not, of course, always happen, but the science assumes that

at least in theory it is possible. That would suggest that the human psyche can

only be understood if it is fundamentally understood as something capable of

understanding, and hence of misunderstanding itself.

Life would be so simple if the two, science and the all-too-human psyche,

were so easily separable, but they are not. The Newtonian concept of inertia, a
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once countertintuitive notion arrived at by much human labor, thought, and

reflection, has by now become a mindless feeling that has worked its way down

to the bottom of the gut. Galileo was almost killed for believing that the earth

moved, and yet in not too long a time most people on the street believed it. It

is, however, doubtful that many could articulate any reason for that belief.

Surely they had nothing as cogent as those who had once said, "The sun moves,

I see it rise every
morning."

Ghosts of thoughts that once lived in other minds

haunt our every step.

One might argue that our Newtonian ghosts have not, and perhaps even

cannot, bury themselves down deeply enough into our souls to live in the land

where dreams are made. This is surely true, and yet they do seem to be on their

way.

Perhaps the one thinker of the past who was most alive to the fact that any

serious attempt to give an account of human thought must regard it as an activ

ity which is capable of understanding itself, is Socrates.

Such questions lead one to remember his account of a discussion he once

had with a man named Thrasymachus. Plato recounts the story in The Republic.

Thrasymachus sees a world in which justice was the advantage of the stronger.

Socrates begins by asking him whether if eating a great quantity of beef is to

the advantage of Polydamas the pancratiast, does that mean that it is to the

advantage of all of us to do so.

1 . Justice is the advantage of the stronger

2. The stronger is Polydamas

A. Justice is the advantage of Polydamas

3. The advantage of Polydamas is eating a great quantity of beef

B. Justice is eating a great quantity of beef.

QED

The whole argument is very silly, not what Thrasymachus meant at all. Not

one word is used in the right way, but it makes Thrasymachus a bit nervous all

the same to see his words leading to a world larger than the one he focused on.

What he meant, of course, is that justice is the advantage of the ruler and that

all must follow his command. As it turns out, somewhere on the periphery of

Thrasymachus's world is the notion that the stronger knows what is truly to his

own advantage and what is not. Somehow he must have always known that, or

his world would never have made any sense to him, but he cannot focus in on

that notion without having to make a radical reinterpretation of his understand

ing of the world.

Once Thrasymachus is forced to consider the environment of his own

thought, however, he embraces it with vigor, although Socrates gives him the

opportunity of rejecting it.
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"It doesn't make any difference,
Polemarchus,"

I said, "if Thrasymachus says it

that way now, let's accept it from him. Now tell me, Thrasymachus, was this what

you wanted to say the just is, what seems to the stronger to be the advantage of the

stronger, whether it is advantageous or not? Shall we assert that this is the way you

mean
it?"

"Not in the
least,"

he said. "Do you suppose that I call a man who makes

mistakes
stronger'

at the moment when he is making
mistakes?"

"I did suppose you to mean
this,"

I said, "when you agreed that the rulers are

not infallible but also make mistakes in some
things."

(340 c)

This step is fatal to Thrasymachus's argument, although it is hardly fatal to

the man. It means that Thrasymachus was forced to step outside his hero to see

his wisdom rather than remain inside to feel his power. He does this partly

because he has to make sure of his power in the future, but partly because he

wants to be admired, and to be admired means to be admired from the outside.

This means that he wants to be recognized as possessing an art. But when

Socrates threatens to make Thrasymachus step beyond his art as those who care

for horses are judged by those who can tell whether a horse has been well cared

for or not, Thrasymachus turns on him:

"Tell me, Socrates, do you have a wet
nurse?"

"Why
this?"

I said. "Shouldn't

you answer instead of asking such
things?" "Because,"

he said, "you know she

neglects your sniveling nose and doesn't give it the wiping you need, since it's her

fault you do not even recognize sheep or
shepherd."

(343 a)

Shepherds, according to Thrasymachus, only rule for the good of the sheep

insofar as it makes them fatter and gives the shepherd more meat. Stepping

outside in order to see what is best for the sheep themselves can at best only be

ancillary. The only real question is, "What is best for the
shepherd?"

Thus

Thrasymachus has escaped Socrates but in so doing, he has failed to escape

himself.

Near the end of their discussion, Thrasymachus readily agrees to the state

ment:

"Let us say it, then, as
follows,"

I said, "the just man does not try to better what

is like but what is unlike, while the unjust man tries to better both like and
unlike?"

(349d)

For example, the musical man is able to best the unmusical man precisely by

tuning his lyre in the same way that other musical men do. But for that same

reason the musical man does not try to best another musical man, and the same

is true of the wise and of the just. But unlike the artisans, the unjust man, who

wishes to better, that is to better anybody or anything, can have no common

goals outside himself in terms of which he could be praised. Thrasymachus,

who so wants to be seen and to be heard, has finally been pried out of himself
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in order to see if he can be seen. He blushes and remains as silent as one who

has been seen by a bear.

Socrates's goal, then, is not to defeat Thrasymachus or to prove that he was

wrong. Perhaps that can't even be done. What he may have been able to do is

to help him find those bits and byways on the periphery of his vision which

might lead him beyond his own horizon.

The case of Meno, on the other hand, is a different matter. Meno has a

teaching, or dogma, or one might even say, an ideology. It is only the dead

remains of a thought which first grew up in an other mind, the mind of Gorgias.

Since he merely inherited these thoughts, Meno is not in touch those vague and

all but forgotten peripheral thoughts which dwell in the outer limits of Gor-

gias's horizon, and which underlie all that is at the focus of his attention. Only
Gorgias himself can work his way back to those dim and smudged ideas which

surround his thought and through which he must pass if he is to go beyond

them. If he does not they will always be with him in their unarticulated charac

ter. Since our horizons are vague and shaggy, drifting off into a world beyond

itself, only it can offer a means of escape. Meno, then cannot escape until he is

willing to face his own horizon.

Modern science, however, in its search for rigor and exactitude demands a

well-defined object.

Freud, of course, sees that there is no sharp distinction between the ego and

the id, but in his attempt to emulate what is generally thought to be the way of

modern science, he did not give sufficient heed to Plato's partly explicit, partly

implicit claim that all meaningful human thought, including his own and hence

Freud's as well, can only take place along that edge and in the gray where

reason tries to make clearer to itself what it has already seen.

Man is both a social and a rational animal. The two are not identical. Job, so

far as he knew, was the first man to feel the full implication of that distinction,

and being the first, he met it unprepared while it was yet naked and unmediated

by prior human thought.

We are born as social animals, weak, feeble, and in need of others. The

everyday life of action requires well-defined horizons established either by the

Fathers or divine revelation, or by those ghosts we call our common heritage.

Without them there would be insufficient grounds for communal action or com

munal life. But reason does not believe in ghosts. It can only grasp them by

bringing them back to life as a rethought thought. Sociality, on the other hand,
knows only that it can only live by learning to live with the ghosts. Our lives

depend upon it.

Well we remember Bildad's words:

8:8-10 Only ask of the first generation. Seat yourself firmly upon what their

fathers had searched out; for we are only of a yesterday and know

nothing, our days are but a shadow passing over the land. Will they not
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teach you and speak to you as the words come tumbling out of their

heart?

But is that
"asking"

the asking of piety and belief, or the asking of wonder

and of doubt? For Bildad the answer is clear, and to do otherwise is not only to

try to answer the riddle of the Sphinx, it is to threaten Laius as well.

Reason and dedication to the surface, then, demand the one thing forbidden

by divine law, tradition, and sociality, that is, autonomous understanding.

Job is both a rational animal and a social animal, and he is both in the

deepest sense. He therefore lives under two shaggy horizons. For each the other

is and is not there. As we have seen, sociality can only articulate itself to itself

as the forbidder and hence, as the rewarder, or savior, and this is the form in

which Job is aware of it. This act of self-forbidding of what the self wants most

is that which is felt as guilt.

7. Greenberg translates: "With great effort I change my clothing: The neck

of my tunic fits my
waist."

The Revised Standard translates: "With violence it

seizes my garment; it binds me about like the collar of my
tunic,"

but it gives

as an alternative translation "My garment is
disfigured."

Here the first problem

is the meaning of the word ithappas. Its root means "to
search."

In the reflex

ive, it means "to
distort"

or "to disguise
oneself"

by a change of clothing (Cf. I

Sam. 28:8, 1 Kings 20:38, 22:30). That would account for Greenberg's transla

tion. In every case the emphasis is on the.act of disguising, however, not on the

change of clothing. It must also be pointed out that the verb is in the third not

the first person. On the other hand, while the word azar does mean "to
gird,"

the emphasis seems to be on the strength rather that on the waist. I then take

him to be saying the he feels his clothing pulling at him and distorting him.

This means taking the word for
"clothing"

as the subject rather the object of the

verb. Think only of Phaedra.

8. See notes to 30:29, 39:1, and 41:2.

9. or
"spirit"

10. This is felt as the silent stare of self at self in which the division of self

from self has itself become divided. Job the weak has become Job the forbid

der, dissociated from itself and from its sociality, while Job the autonomous has

found that he could no longer be autonomous when cut off from his divided

self.

11. The Hebrew (tan) has several meanings and each, as we shall see,

constantly rings of the others. It can mean "sea
monster"

or the
"Serpent"

(some say
"snake,"

others say the "dragon"), or, as in our case, it can mean

the
"jackal."

To catch the ring of the way in which each always bears an

echo of the other, think of the word
"seahorse,"

which, partly because it is a

somewhat strange word, we cannot hear without vaguely thinking of the land

horse, although in the case of the word tan the connection was probably as

good but stronger.
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Even when used with a singular verb, like the name of God, it normally

appears with a plural ending, either the regular Hebrew ending (tanim), or the

somewhat more foreign, and hence somewhat more mystical-sounding (tanin).

In the Biblical text, it is often connected with the Leviathan, and may have

even been considered to be etymologically connected with it levi, "to
twist,"

and tan.

We first meet the Tan in the book of Genesis as the great sea monster.

Gen. 1:21 So God created the great sea monsters and every living creature that

moves, with which the waters swarm, according to their kinds,

The next time we meet the tan it seems to be something more like a serpent:

Exod. 7:9ff. "When Pharaoh says to you, 'Prove yourselves by working a

miracle,'

then you shall say to Aaron, 'Take your rod and cast it

down before Pharaoh, that it may become a serpent
(tan).'

So Moses

and Aaron went to Pharaoh and did as the LORD commanded; Aaron

cast down his rod before Pharaoh and his servants, and it became a

serpent (tan). Then Pharaoh summoned the wise men and the

sorcerers; and they also, the magicians of Egypt, did the same by

their secret arts. For every man cast down his rod, and they became

serpents. But Aaron's rod swallowed up their
rods."

It is not, however, the normal word for serpent (nachash) which had been used

in an earlier passage:

Exod. 4:2 The LORD said to him, "What is that in your
hand?"

He said, "A
rod."

And he said, "Cast it on the
ground."

So he cast it on the ground,

and it became a serpent and Moses fled from it. But the LORD said to

Moses, "Put out your hand, and take it by the
tail"

so he put out his

hand and caught it, and it became a rod in his hand.

In fact, the word tan seems to be used to mean
"serpent"

in only one other

verse in the Bible:

Ps. 91:13 You will tread on the lion and the adder, the young lion and the

serpent (tan) you will trample under foot. Because he cleaves to me in

love, I will deliver him; I will protect him, because he knows my name.

In its role as the sea monster, it is closely related to the Leviathan,

Isa. 27:1 In that day the LORD with his hard and great and strong sword will

punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent (nachash), Leviathan the twisting
serpent (nachash), and he will slay the monster (tan) that is in the sea.
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and as we can see, the Biblical authors are again divided in their understanding

of the ultimate standing of the tan of the sea, although the division is not as

harsh as it was in the case of the Leviathan. See note to 3:8.

According to some accouunts, the monster will one day be destroyed,

Ps. 74:13 Thou didst divide the sea by thy might; thou didst break the heads of

the monster on the waters.

Isa. 5 1 :9 Awake, awake, put on strength, O arm of the LORD; awake, as in

days of old, the generations of long ago. Was it not thou that didst cut

Rahab in pieces, that didst pierce the monster? Was it not thou that didst

dry up the sea, the waters of the great deep; that didst make the depths

of the sea a way for the redeemed to pass over?

whereas for others he will be tamed;

Ps. 148:6 And he established them for ever and ever; he fixed their bounds

which cannot be passed. Praise the LORD from the earth, you sea

monsters and all deeps,

This time, however, there is no hint of playfulness or admiration.

Ezekiel gives two fuller descriptions of the beast which might be of some

help to the reader:

Ezek. 29:2 Son of man, set your face against Pharaoh king of Egypt, and

prophesy against him and against all Egypt; speak, and say, Thus says

the Lord GOD: Behold, I am against you, Pharaoh king of Egypt, the

great monster that lies in the midst of his streams, that says, 'My Nile

is my own; I made
it.'

I will put hooks in your jaws, and make the

fish of your streams stick to your scales; and I will draw you up out of

the midst of your streams, with all the fish of your streams which stick

to your scales.

Ezek. 32:2 Son of man, raise a lamentation over Pharaoh king of Egypt, and

say to him: You consider yourself a lion among the nations, but you

are like a monster in the seas; you burst forth in your rivers, trouble

the waters with your feet, and foul their rivers. Thus says the Lord

GOD: I will throw my net over you with a host of many peoples; and

I will haul you up in my dragnet. And I will cast you on the ground,

on the open field I will fling you, and will cause all the birds of the

air to settle on you, and I will gorge the beasts of the whole earth with

you.

Here the tan appears as the great blue Egyptian hippopotamus-god, reported

maker of the Nile which Pharaoh pretended to be, but in Ezekiel, he is revealed

to be not the maker but the destroyer. This would explain why the serpent

(nachash) that was destroyed in Exodus appeared to Pharaoh as a tan. It was

himself.
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Job's great complaint that man is ever watched rather than trusted, began in

Chapter 7, verse 12 with the words: "Am I the sea or some monster (tan) that

You set watch over
me?"

But now his awareness of being watched and the

failure of his brothers to recognize his brotherhood have left him feeling

strangely pulled by a sense of brotherhood with that same tan, but this time it

has come in the form of the Jackal.

The jackal, the wild cousin of the domestic dog and constant companion to

the ostrich, is pictured throughout the Bible as roaming through the land of

desolation just beyond the world of man.

Neh. 2:1 I went out by night by the Valley Gate to the Jackal's Well and to the

Dung Gate, and I inspected the walls of Jerusalem which were broken

down and its gates which had been destroyed by fire.

Like Job, the tan live on the edge of the desolate city, in a wasteland devoid of

human habitation:

Jer. 49:33 Hazor shall become a haunt of jackals, an everlasting waste; no man

shall dwell there, no man shall sojourn in her.

Isa. 13:19 And Babylon, the glory of kingdoms, the splendor and pride of the

Chaldeans, will be like Sodom and Gomorrah when God overthrew

them. It will never be inhabited or dwelt in for all generations; no Arab

will pitch his tent there, no shepherds will make their flocks lie down

there. But wild beasts will lie down there, and its houses will be full of

howling creatures; there ostriches will dwell, and there satyrs will

dance. Hyenas will cry in its towers, and jackals in the pleasant

palaces; its time is close at hand and its days will not be prolonged.

Job has acted as a man, and yet no man sees him as a man. Perhaps he has

no choice now other than to abandon both society and his own sociality and

meld into the world that knows no human eye or human tongue. For him it is a

frightening thought, but the reader knows that it is into just such a world that

the voice in the Tempest will soon beckon him.

12. "daughters of
greed,"

is usually taken to refer to the ostrich, and there

seems to be no reason to doubt that. It is not, however, the same as the word

used in 39:13 for the ostrich from whom he will learn so much. There the

author will use the word which comes from a root meaning "to shout for
joy."

This change may reflect a more fundamental transformation in Job's thoughts

about the bird and about wild nature in general.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

1 I have made a covenant with my eyes, for how could I gaze upon a

maiden?1

2 What part have I in God above, or heritage from the Almighty on
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high? 3 Is not calamity for the unjust and disaster only for those who work

wickedness? 4 Does He not see my ways or take count of my every step?

5 Have I walked along with falsehood, or has my foot hurried to deceit? 6

Let Him weigh me on the scales of justice, and then God will know of my

simplicity. 7 If my step has wandered from the way, my heart gone after my

eyes, or a taint stuck to my hand, 8 then let me sow, but another eat, or let my

crop be
uprooted.2

9 If my heart was seduced by a woman and I set ambush at my neighbor's

entrance way, 10 may my wife grind with another, and let others bow down

over her, 11 because that would have been licentiousness and a juristic perver
sion.3

12 It would be a fire consuming down to
Abaddon,4

uprooting all that I

have ever accomplished.

13 If ever I felt contempt for the cause of one of my servants, man or maid

when they brought case against me, 14 what would I do when God rose up?

How would I answer Him if He should call me into account? 15 Did not He

who made me in my mother's belly make him as well? Did He not form us in

the same
womb?5

16 How could I withhold pleasures from the poor or drain a widow's eye,

17 or even eat a crust of bread alone, not sharing it with the fatherless, when

they had grown up with me for a father? 18 From my mother's belly I was

their
mother's6

guide. 19 -Whenever I saw a man who was lost, without

clothing, nothing to cover his pitiful state, 20 damn if his loins didn't bless

me because he (knew that he could always) warm himself with the shearing

of my sheep.

21 If ever I brandished a hand against the fatherless because I saw help

standing at the gate, 22 let my shoulder fall from its socket or my arm break at

the joint, 23 because divine torment would fill me with fear and I could not

bear its weight.

24 If ever I placed my confidence in gold, or called fine gold my security, 25

or rejoiced in the greatness of my wealth or the bounty found in my hand; 26 if

ever I saw the radiance of the light, or the moon walking in splendor, 27 and

with my heart secretly attracted, placed my fingers to my lips to kiss them, 28

that too would have been a juristic perversion for I would have forsaken God

the most
high.7

29
Could8

I have rejoiced when hardship struck at those that hate me or

come to life because evil had found them, 30 without giving my palate over to

sin by asking for his life with a curse. 31 Even the men of my own tent would

have said; "Who will let us at his flesh? We will not be
satisfied."9

32 I left no stranger sleeping out of doors but opened my doors to the

traveler. 33 Would I have covered over my sins like (some) man ('adam) or

concealed perversion in my bosom 34 through terror of the great multitude? or

was I so shattered by family disgrace that I would stand petrified, not daring to

go out the
opening'0way?"
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35 Who will find someone to listen? Well, here is my writ: Let the Almighty

answer, or let the man who has a quarrel against me write it down in a book.

36 I'll
hoist13

it up on my shoulders, or wear it round me like a crown.
37 But I

will also give him an account of my every step and I will present it to him as a

prince!14

38 But if my own land cries out against me, its furrows weeping together,

and 39 claims that I have eaten its produce without payment and snuffed out the

life of its owners, 40 then may thorns grow in that place for wheat and foul

weeds for
barley.15

THE WORDS OF JOB ARE
TAM!'6

Comments

1.
Berith

karafi, literally, "I have cut a
covenant."

It is a much more formal

and legalistic turn of phrase than Eliphaz uses in 5:22-23:

Have no FEAR of the beasts of the earth, for you have a covenant with the

rocks in the field, and the beasts of the fields will bring you peace,

and can even be used to refer to the legal forms of a marriage. The verse holds

within it the full tension and contradictory interweaving felt at the end of the

last chapter between sociality and the need for autonomous understanding. As

the tension in this verse implies, sexuality is claimed by both nature and by

convention. What seems natural and direct for the one requires law and cere

mony for the other. This inner conflict is felt as guilt.

Job, by the pre-eminently socio-political act of entering into a covenant, is

cutting himself off from the most primal form of sociality. Human sexuality, in

its ambiguities, is central, then, to all this disarray. In giving us a kind of

immortality, it is another key to our autonomy, but in so doing, it reminds us of

our lack of immortality, our weakness and need for others. It is, then, also key

to our sociality. Again the two are linked, and in their opposition give rise to

shame and guilt.

But how deep are such thoughts? How buried in our soul? What does the

child know of death and mortality?

When his bottle drops to the floor, the child knows that what was is no more.

If he cries, it sometimes returns, but sometimes it is broken and ugly, and

sometimes it does not return at all. But how can he know that he too is a thing

among things? Is he a thing that can be unthinged like the bottle? How many of

such thoughts are seeds that have become buried on the fringe of his horizon?

When the bottle drops he is alone. Is this early feeling of loneliness what allows

the notion of mortality, when it comes full blown, to dig itself deeper into our

soul than the notion of Newtonian inertia ever sounded, deep as that was?
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A child must be confounded when he hears of a time when his father was a

little boy, when his father was he, and he was not. What role does it play in his

imagination that his father was once too small to protect? Does it carry a scent

of the notion that one day he himself will protect another?

2. In spite of all the rift between Job and his friends, or between Job and

God, or between Job and Job, one thing seems to be held in common; on all

hands round, not wealth or what is sometimes called
"manliness,"

but Justice is

seen to be the highest human virtue. There is also, at least on Job's part, the

feeling that there is some common understanding concerning what things are

just and what things are unjust, regardless of however rough and readymade

that understanding might be for Job.

The disagreement, however, seems to center itself on a question concerning

the guarantor of that justice. Job believes in that guarantor, but with his own

eyes he can see nothing guarantied.

3. There is something of the oxymoronic about this phrase. It hovers be

tween the legal and the prelegal.

4.
"eating"

5. This translation requires reading berhem for barehem (see Gordis, The

Book of Job, Jewish Theological Seminary- of America, 5738, p. 348).

In the note to 3:11, there was a brief discussion of the importance of the

words
"womb"

and
"belly."

In that note I discussed the importance these two

words have for each of the three speakers. But now We must take a second look

at Job.

This chapter either is or leads up to Job's last words. They are, so far as one

can tell, an honest attempt to recount his way of life. They are intended to

assure his three friends that his actions have always been in accordance with

justice, as that term is understood by the tradition, the fathers, and the law. For

the tradition, it is the guarantor who stands behind this understanding.

Job's position, however, seems more nearly expressed by the words

Job 31:15 Did not He who made me in my mother's belly make him as well?

Did He not form us in the same womb?

Even at the very beginning of the book, Job had said:

Job 1:21 Naked I came out of my mother's belly and naked I shall return

there.

In verse 15, Job implies that what supports his understanding of justice dif

fers from the foundation as understood by the tradition. For each, the founda

tions are closely connected to what we have called sociality, the forces which

bring men together. As hitherto understood, sociality stood in opposition to

autonomy.
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For Job, the world of sociality had become a painful world. It
concealed the

human need for autonomy in very brutal ways. In his
former understanding, the

womb, which was often related to death, was a place of quietness
where each

could rest wholly undisturbed and wholly unrelated to any other.

Job 3:19 Small and great, all are there, and the slave is free of his lord.

We are beginning to see a different Job, one who is beginning to spell out to

himself the implications of what the comic Job had said in Chapter 1. Verse 15

indicates that sociality may have a more cosmic origin and have its roots in an

original unity rather than in a later coming together.

Such thoughts are not wholly foreign to the Bible, but they must be under

stood within their proper context. The first ten chapters of the book of Genesis

do indeed give an account of the coming-to-be of all men from one original

man, and tell the story of the development of that world up until the time of the

Flood. It must be noted that after Noah's drunken spree, however, not one of

these incidences or characters is ever mentioned again either in the Torah or in

the earlier prophets. The names Adam, Eve, the Garden of Eden, Cain, Abel,

Noah and his ark, are totally dropped from the text. Once the covenant has been

made between God and the animate world, only it is to be relied upon, and

nothing is to be established on a more primitive foundation. All is forgotten in

Noah's drunken spree, and only Ham, the cursed one, perhaps by accident,

became aware of his antediluvial origins. (For a further discussion, see Robert

D. Sacks, A Commentary on the Book ofGenesis [Lewiston, NY: Mellon Press,

1990].)

If Job, as seems to be the case, sees sociality as having its justification not in

a guarantor who guarantees that each will receive his just rewards, but in some

form of original unity, the distinction between autonomy and sociality begins to

evaporate. Perhaps these things are not very clear to Job, but they do indicate

his need to raise those difficulties which would eventually send him into the

tempest. Making clear to himself the implications of this way of understanding

what lies beneath the surface would imply that he must face the world which he

so much feared when he spoke of becoming "a brother to the
Jackal."

For the present, however, Job wishes to make clear to his friends that they

are all in fundamental agreement concerning the place of justice in human ac

tion no matter how much they may disagree about the nature of its foundations.

6. Literally,
"her."

7. This Job and his friends share: that neither wealth nor beauty but justice,
is of ultimate importance, although the verse shows that this is not due to any

lack of sensitivity to beauty on Job's part.

8. Greenberg starts off with "Did
I"

and the Revised Standard translates it as

an
"if"

clause, but neither one works as well in light of the verse as a whole.
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9. Job is pleased and confident that his followers honor justice more than

they honor their leader. It is indeed a sign of his virtue as a leader.

10. The theme of
"doors,"

dele^ and of
"openings,"

petah, is an important

part of our story. The subject first strikes one as one is comparing the two visits

that the messengers made, one to Abraham:

Gen. 18:1 The LORD appeared to Abraham by the oaks of Mamre, as he sat at

the opening of his tent in the heat of the day. (3)

the other to Lot:

Gen. 19:6 Lot went out of the door to the men, shut the door after him, (4)

In each case the number in parentheses indicates the number of times the word

in question is used in the passage as a whole.

Lot lived in a house. Houses have doors, doors that open and shut. Abraham

lived in a tent. Tents have only openings.

Gen. 19:2 He said, "Please, my lords, turn aside to your servant's house and

spend the night, and wash your feet; then you can rise early and go on

your
way."

They said, "No; we will spend the night in the
square."

That, so far as one can tell, is the first time the word
"house"

was unam

biguously used to refer to an actual physical structure.

The story of doors, which begins with Lot, like the story of the city (see note

to 11:6), originates in violence:

Gen. 19:5ff and they called to Lot, "Where are the men who came to you

tonight? Bring them out to us, so that we may know
them.''

Lot went

out of the door to the men, shut the door after him. . Look, I have

two daughters who have not known a man; let me bring them out to

you, and do to them as you please; only do nothing to these men, for

they have come under the shelter of my
roof."

But they replied,

"Stand
back!"

And they said, "This fellow came here as an alien, and

he would play the judge! Now we will deal worse with you than with

them."

Then they pressed hard against the man Lot, and came near

the door to break it down. But the men inside reached out their hands

and brought Lot into the house with them, and shut the door. And

they struck with blindness the men who were at the door of the house,

both small and great, so that they were unable to find the door. (6)

In order to see the deep significance of the fact that Job's
"door,"

is
"open,"

we must look at the full range of all the verses in which doors are spoken of as

being either open or not open. This list is complete.

Often open doors lead to horror:
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Judg. 3:25 So they waited until they were embarrassed. When he still did not

open the doors of the roof chamber, they took the key and opened

them. There was their lord lying dead on the floor.

The story continues

Judg. 19:22 While they were enjoying themselves, the men of the city, a

perverse lot, surrounded the house, and started pounding on the door.

They said to the old man, the master of the house, "Bring out the

man who came into your house, so that we may have intercourse with
him."

Judg. 19:27 In the morning her master got up, opened the doors of the house,

and when he went out to go on his way, there was his concubine

lying at the door of the house, with her hands on the threshold.

The story continues and includes in the rape of Tamar:

2Sam. 13:17 He called the young man who served him and said, "Put this

woman out of my presence, and bolt the door after
her"

(3)

They can seem joyful, but they are ominous, as Jepthah learns:

Judg. 11:31 "then whoever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me,

when I return victorious from the Ammonites, shall be the LORD's,

to be offered up by me as a burnt
offering."

Judg. 11:34 Then Jephthah came to his home at Mizpah; and behold, his

daughter came out to meet him with timbrels and with dances; she

was his only child; beside her he had neither son nor daughter. And

when he saw her, he rent his clothes, and said, "Alas, my daughter!

you have brought me very low, and you have become the cause of

great trouble to me; for I have opened my mouth to the LORD, and I

cannot take back my
vow."

They are torn down by Samson:

Judg. 16:3 But Samson lay only until midnight. Then at midnight he rose up,
took hold of the doors of the city gate and the two posts, pulled them

up, bar and all, put them on his shoulders, and carried them to the top
of the hill that is in front of Hebron.

They can lead to fear:

ISam. 3:15 Samuel lay there until morning; then he opened the doors of the
house of the LORD. Samuel was afraid to tell the vision to Eli
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They can be connected with madness:

ISam. 21:13 So he changed his behavior before them; he pretended to be mad

when in their presence. He scratched marks on the doors of the gate,

and let his spittle run down his beard.

and slavery:

Exod. 21:6 then his master shall bring him before God. He shall be brought to

the door or the doorpost; and his master shall pierce his ear with an

awl; and he shall serve him for life.

Deut. 15:17 then you shall take an awl and thrust it through his earlobe into the

door, and he shall be your slave forever. You shall do the same with

regard to your female slave.

or lamentation:

Zech. 11:1 Open your doors, O Lebanon, so that fire may devour your cedars!

or are only open for the sake of taking flight:

2Kings 9:3 Then take the flask of oil, pour it on his head, and say, 'Thus says

the LORD: I anoint you king over
Israel.'

Then open the door and

flee; do not
linger."

2Kings 9:10 The dogs shall eat Jezebel in the territory of Jezreel, and no one

shall bury
her."

Then he opened the door and fled.

or the doors are shut:

Neh. 7:3 And I said to them, "The gates of Jerusalem are not to be opened

until the sun is hot; while the gatekeepers are still standing guard, let

them shut and bar the doors. Appoint guards from among the inhabitants

of Jerusalem, some at their watch posts, and others before their own

houses."

Neh. 13:19 When it began to be dark at the gates of Jerusalem before the

sabbath, I commanded that the doors should be shut and gave orders that

they should not be opened until after the sabbath. And I set some of my

servants over the gates, to prevent any burden from being brought in on

the sabbath day.

or an open door is only a thing to be hoped for:

Prov. 18:16 A gift opens doors; it gives access to the great.
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God has opened them, but only the ones in heaven:

Ps. 78:23 Yet he commanded the skies above, and opened the doors of heaven;

Perhaps that is why God never taught Noah how to make a door.

Gen. 6:16 Make a roof for the ark, and finish it to a cubit above; and put the

opening of the ark in its side; make it with lower, second, and third

decks.

Gen. 7:16 And those that entered, male and female of all flesh, went in as God

had commanded him; and the LORD shut him in.

Abraham had an opening and Lot had a door. Openings are the place of

innocent people, people like Tamar and Uriah who in their innocence trusted

too much.

Gen. 38:14 she put off her widow's garments, put on a veil, wrapped herself

up, and sat down at the opening of Enaim, which is on the road to

Timnah. She saw that Shelah was grown up, yet she had not been

given to him in marriage.

2Sam. 11:9 But Uriah slept at the opening of the king's house with all the

servants of his lord, and did not go down to his house.

When Judah and his brothers returned to Egypt expecting to be accused of

theft, they were met by a friendly man in an opening:

Gen. 43:19 So they went up to the steward of Joseph's house and spoke with

him at the opening to the house.

Some people also die at openings, but they are all bad people like Korach:

Num. 16:27 So they got away
from- the dwellings of Korah, Dathan, and

Abiram; and Dathan and Abiram came out and stood at the opening
of their tents, together with their wives, their children, and their little

ones.

and Sisrah;

Judg. 4:20 He said to her, "Stand at the opening of the tent, and if anybody
comes and asks you, 'Is anyone

here?'

say,
'No.'"

and the bad Abimelech:

Judg. 9:52 Abimelech came to the tower, and fought against it, and came near
to the opening of the tower to burn it with fire.
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also in this group is:

Deut. 22:21 then they shall bring the young woman out to the opening of her

father's house and the men of her town shall stone her to death,

because she committed a disgraceful act in Israel by prostituting

herself in her father's house. So you shall purge the evil from your

midst.

We can also include Jezebel, but as we shall see, she doesn't really count.

2Kings 11:16 So they laid hands on her; she went through the
horses'

opening

to the king's house, and there she was put to death.

The Tent of Meeting, The Tabernacle, and the Court all had openings, but

we will not go through them all.

Exod. 33:9 When Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would descend

and stand at the opening of the tent, and the LORD would speak with

Moses.

But then the opening fell into hard times: The dream of openness had come

to an end.

ISam. 2:22 Now Eli was very old. He heard all that his sons were doing to all

Israel, and how they lay with the women who served at the entrance

to the tent of meeting.

Although the Tent of Meeting will be mentioned once more in the text, that

was the last time it was ever used so far as we are told. Perhaps we should have

known from the beginning that this experiment in openness was not to last:

Gen. 4:7 If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well,

sin is lurking at the opening; its desire is for you, but you must master

it."

First Kings Chapter 6, verse 3 1
,
reads

For the opening to the inner sanctuary he made doors of olivewood; the lintel

and the doorposts were five-sided.

This is the first time the two words have come together. It is the building of

the temple. Art, born of the sons of Cain, has been sanctified and has sanctified

many other things. The last time the Tent of Meeting was mentioned, it was to

speak of the day when the holy vessels were taken from the tent to be put into

the temple, and so to be placed behind a door.
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1Kings 8:4f. So they brought up the ark of the LORD, the tent of meeting,
and

all the holy vessels that were in the tent; the priests and
the Levites

brought them up. King Solomon and all the congregation
of Israel,

who had assembled before him, were with him before the ark,

sacrificing so many sheep and oxen that they could not be counted or

numbered. Then the priests brought the ark of the covenant of the

LORD to its place, in the inner sanctuary of the house,
in the most

holy place, underneath the wings of the cherubim.

Only twice will it actually happen that a door is opened in joy and without

fear, once in the glorious and almost mythical reign of King Hezekaiah. It is

presented as a vision of things as they ought to be. First we must try to get a

sense of the times.

2Chron. 29:2

2Chron. 29:17

2Chron. 30:5

2Chron. 30:26

2Chron. 31:1

He did what was right in the sight of the LORD, just as his

ancestor David had done.

They began to sanctify on the first day of the first month, and

on the eighth day of the month they came to the vestibule of the

LORD; then for eight days they sanctified the house of the LORD,

and on the sixteenth day of the first month they finished.

So they decreed to make a proclamation throughout all Israel,

from Beer-sheba to Dan, that the people should come and keep the

passover to the LORD the God of Israel, at Jerusalem; for they had

not kept it in great numbers as prescribed.

There was great joy in Jerusalem, for since the time of Solomon

son of King David of Israel there had been nothing like this in

Jerusalem.

Now when all this was finished, all Israel who were present

went out to the cities of Judah and broke down the pillars, hewed

down the sacred poles, and pulled down the high places and the

altars throughout all Judah and Benjamin, and in Ephraim and

Manasseh, until they had destroyed them all. Then all the people of

Israel returned to their cities, all to their individual properties.

The chief priest Azariah, who was of the house of Zadok,
answered him, "Since they began to bring the contributions into the

house of the LORD, we have had enough to eat and have plenty to

spare; for the LORD has blessed his people, so that we have this

great supply left
over."

Hezekiah set to work resolutely and built up the entire wall that

was broken down, and raised towers on it, and outside it he built
another wall; he also strengthened the Millo in the city of David,
and made weapons and shields in abundance.

All of this begins when, for the first time in the text, we hear with joy and

not fear, the words:

2Chron. 31:10

2Chron. 32:5
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2Chron. 29:3 In the first year of his reign, in the first month, he opened the

doors of the house of the LORD and repaired them.

The next time we hear those words is at the beginning of the new life after the

return from Babylon:

Isa. 45:1 Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I

have grasped to subdue nations before him and strip kings of their robes,

to open doors before him and the gates shall not be closed!

Our verse in Job is the only other time in the whole of the Bible that a door

has felt like an entrance.

"I left no stranger sleeping out of doors but opened my doors to the traveler

. . . was I so shattered by family disgrace that I would stand petrified, not

daring to go out the
opening?"

Here we see Job with the courage to stand at the opening, while providing a

door for the stranger.

11. We are now quite close to the culmination of Job's speech. The begin

ning of his final argument is based on his way of being. His willingness to

stand at the opening of his world and to risk going beyond it indicates a man

not "shattered by family
disgrace."

This "family
disgrace"

is here equated with

the concept of
"perversion,"

as we have discussed it in the note to 11:6. If I

understand the grammar correctly, Job is arguing that the feelings of guilt and

perversion, which stem from the responsibility we have had to bear for the acts

of the fathers, if not concealed, led to a terror of all that is around us. Like Lot

the fear we have of the beginnings of the city leads us deeper and deeper into

the city, and to doors. We therefore stand petrified and cannot allow ourselves

to peer beyond the city. But Job now stands at the opening.

12. And now we have such a book in our hands. It contains the speeches of

Eliphaz, Bildad, and the rest of those who have a quarrel against Job. In Chap
ter 19, Job had said:

Who will find a place that my words may be written 'down? Who will see to it

that they are inscribed in the Book. With stylus of iron and with lead incised in the

Rock forever?

The two books Job longed for have become one book. It is a dialogue in

which each has tried to articulate the ground upon which he stands, and, if only

by implication, the horizon under which he stands.

13.
"raise"

14. Here Job seems to be clear that a complete articulation of his own posi

tion is not possible except in the context of a complete articulation of the

thought and hence the accusations of those who appose him.
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These accusations, however, must be weighed not in the light of Job s

speeches, over which there is still a living controversy, but in the light of his

actions, or, as he puts it, "my every
step."

15. As we have seen, there is a disagreement between Job and his friends

concerning the true foundations of

justice.'

From the point of view of his

friends, Job's understanding of justice has no foundation, and he is, therefore,

an unjust man. Job understands their position. He has no proof with regard to

the ultimate value of the purely human perspective concerning the just and the

unjust. Such things must still be open. Verses 38 through 40, Job's last words,

are a counterpart to Bildad's last speech at the end of Chapter 25. They state the

parameters within which mutual existence is possible.

For them, Job is an unjust man. It is understandable that they should pro

claim that injustice, and indeed perhaps it would be wrong of them not to do so.

But if that understanding of the world and man's place in it should lead them so

to misinterpret any definite act of Job's as to accuse him unjustly of some

specific act of injustice, then regardless of how that complaint may have been

voiced, there can no longer be any grounds for mutual respect.

16. The word tarn, which, for the sake of unity, I have rather slavishly and

doggedly rendered as
"simple"

throughout the whole of the translation, must

now be faced in all its complexity.

The first thing to be pointed out is its critical importance for nearly all the

voices to be heard in the Book of Job. In that sense, at least, it binds the proem

(Chapters 1 and 2) to the rest of the book. For each it is a virtue, if not the

highest virtue. This remains true no matter how much they may disagree about

other matters. Even his wife knows that the central issue is his TAM. Only the

Satan, Zophar, and the Voice in the Tempest never mention it.

God

1:1 He was a tarn and straightforward man, a GOD-FEARING man who

turned away from evil.

1:8 He is a tarn and straightforward man, a GOD-FEARING man and one

who turns away from evil.

2:3 He is a tarn and straightforward man, a GOD-fearing man and one who

turned away from evil.

Job's Wife

2:9 And his wife said to him, "You are still holding tight to your tarn.

Eliphaz

4:6f. But may not that FEAR itself be your surety, and your hope, the tarn of

your ways? Think back now, who being innocent was ever lost?

Bildad

8:20 But surely God will neither have contempt for a tarn man nor strengthen

the hand of the evildoer.

Job

27:5 Even till death I shall not turn my tarn from me.
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Elihu

36:4 One who has tarn knowledge is among you.

Although each praises the tarn in his own way, it is not clear that they would

totally agree on which things are tarn and which are not.

Even the beginnings of the word are somewhat unclear. Its most rudimentary

meaning seems to be "finished":

1Kings 7:22 On the tops of the pillars was lily-work. Thus the work of the

pillars was tarn.

The word
"finished"

has a certain duality to it, however. A new car just off

the assembly line is all "finished"; but after its first bad wreck, it is also "fin
ished."

This antithesis is felt more strongly in Hebrew than in English because

the Englsh word
"finish"

is felt to be the end of a process in either case, no

matter whether that process leads to excellence or to destruction. The word tarn,

on the other hand, does not quite contain the notion of process to hold it to

gether.

Gen. 47:18 When that year was tarn, they came to him the following year, and

said to him, "We cannot hide from my lord that our money is tarn;

and the herds of cattle are my lord's. There is nothing left in the sight

of my lord but our bodies and our lands.

From here it acquires that special meaning of the word which implies a kind

of excellence. Think of the word
"finish"

as it is applied to fine furniture

1Kings 6:22 Next he overlaid the whole house with gold, in order that the

whole house might be tarn; even the whole altar that belonged to the

inner sanctuary he overlaid with gold.

In that sense, it came be used of human plans:

2Sam. 20:18 Then she said, "They used to say in the old days, 'Let them

inquire at Abel'; and so it was
tarn."

or of a lamb worthy of being used in a sacrifice:

Exod. 12:5 Your lamb shall be tarn a year-old male; you may take it from the

sheep or from the goats.

In his final song, David sings:

2Sam. 22:33 The God who has girded me with strength has set free my path to

be tarn.
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as if men were in fetters which prevent them from being tarn, as if the tarn were

somehow man's natural state.

This man, the man who is tarn, as we saw in the long note at the end of

Chapter 1 1
, is neither the man of the city, nor the man of the field, but the man

living in tents.

Gen. 25:27 When the boys grew up, Esau was a skillful hunter, a man of the

field, while Jacob was a tarn man, living in a tent.

It can also mean
"innocent,"

either in the sense of having committed a crime

while being unaware of certain critical facts:

1Kings 22:34 But a certain man drew his bow and in his tarn struck the king
of Israel . . .

or because one is not capable of suspicion.

Gen. 20:5f. "Did he not himself say to me, 'She is my sister'? And she

herself said, 'He is my
brother.'

I did this in the tarn of my heart and

the innocence of my
hands."

Then God said to him in the dream,

"Yes, I know that you did this in the tarn of your heart; furthermore

it was I who kept you from sinning against me. Therefore I did not

let you touch her.

It is also used to describe the individual virtue of an individual man apart

from whatever virtue might give excellence as a founder or leader:

Gen. 6:9 These are the descendants of Noah. Noah was a righteous man, tarn

in his generation; Noah walked with God.

Gen. 17:1 When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the LORD appeared to

Abram, and said to him, "I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be

tarn.

In answer to Bildad's statement:

Job 8:20 But surely God will neither have contempt for a tarn man nor

strengthen the hand of the evildoer.

Job says:

Job 9:20ff. I am tarn but He will show me perverse. I am tarn but I no longer
care and have only contempt for my life. . . . Therefore I say that tarn
or guilty He destroys all.

For Job, "the
twisted"

'aqaSh emerges as the prime opposite of the tarn This
is the only time the word occurs in the text, and seems to be a more forceful
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substitute for the term, 'aven, bent, the word we have been translating as "per
verse."

Prov. 10:9 Whoever walks in tarn walks securely, but whoever follows twisted

('aqash) ways will be found out.

Prov. 28:18 One who walks in tarn will be saved, but whoever follows twisted

('aqash) ways will fall into the Pit.

What appears to be tarn from Job's human perspective seems to him to

appear as "the
twisted"

from the divine perspective. And yet Job sees his tarn as

his only way to justice.

31:6-8 Let Him weigh me on the scales of justice, and then God will know of

my tarn. If my step has wandered from the way, my heart gone after my

eyes, or a taint stuck to my hand, then let me sow, but another eat, or let

my crop be uprooted.

27:05 Even till death I shall not turn my tarn from me.

The ambiguity inherent in the tarn may be seen by comparing Eliphaz's

statement:

4:6f. But may not that FEAR itself be your surety, and your hope, the tarn of

your ways? Think back now, whoever being innocent was ever lost?

with Job's

12:4 But now I have become a joke to my friends, one who would 'Call on

God and have him answer'
-a joke, a tarn, innocent joke!

Is the tarn related to Eliphaz's simple acceptance or to Job's simple ques

tion? The one looks to the other as a joke. And now Job's whole speech has

been called tarn.
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Perhaps the oddest of Plato's dialogues, the Euthydemus shows Socrates

carefully observing, sometimes refuting, but most often patiently submitting to,

the absurd verbal trickery of two unimpressive sophists, Euthydemus and his

older brother, Dionysodorus. Though his treatment of them is palpably and

unfailingly ironic, we cannot help wondering why Socrates seems willing to

participate in their ridiculous display. The action of the dialogue before us actu

ally takes place on the day following the display. It is arranged as a conversa

tion between Socrates and his old friend Crito, who was also present at the

display but unable to hear because of the crowd that had gathered. Not only

does Socrates describe the display to Crito with a level of detail that comes

only from close attention (see 272d-e, also 283a), but he even tries to get Crito

to join him in attending the
sophists'

classes. Why does Socrates show such

fervent interest in
them?'

There are, I believe, philosophical reasons for
Socrates'

interest, which we

shall touch upon later, but the main focus of this essay will be on the reasons

for
Socrates'

apparent protectiveness of the sophists, which we see portrayed

most vividly at the end of the dialogue. There Socrates defends the sophists

against an attack (which Crito feels is important enough to relate to him) by a

nameless speechwriter who happened to be present at the display. In his report,

Crito explains that he himself made a token effort to defend the pair, saying to

the speechwriter, "But nonetheless philosophy is a charming thing, at
least"

(304e). The speechwriter, however, continued his abuse, blaming
"philosophy"

as good for nothing. Socrates offers no objection to Crito's or the speechwri-

ter's use of the term
"philosophy"

to describe the display of the sophists; in

fact, he even uses the term himself in defending the pair. Evidently, then, Socra

tes sees himself as defending philosophy when he defends the two sophists

from the speechwriter's attack, at least in the presence of Crito. Indeed, Socra
tes'

comportment throughout the dialogue, odd as it sometimes seems, begins to

make more sense when understood as guided by this desire to protect philoso

phy from the speechwriter or, to be more precise, from a potentially threatening

alliance between Crito and the speechwriter. The author of the dialogue, Plato is

surely not concerned about Crito or this nameless speechwriter, whoever he

may be, as individuals; more likely he is concerned about a potentially
threaten-
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ing alliance between the two classes of people that Crito and the speechwriters

represent.

The nature of the threat posed to philosophy by the speechwriters is ex

plained in a crucial part of
Socrates'

response to Crito's report:

[These speechwriters] are the ones, Crito, who Prodicus said were the border

ground between the philosophical man and the political man; and they suppose that

they are the wisest of all human beings, and not only that they are but that they are

thought so by very many, so that none but those concerned with philosophy prevent

them from being well thought of by all. Consequently, they think that when they

can bring these others to a status of worthlessness, the victory prize for the

reputation of wisdom will be accorded by everyone without debate to them. For

they think that they are in truth the wisest, but whenever they are caught up in

private conversations, they believe they are cut off by those connected with

Euthydemus.
(305c-d)2

The speechwriters, Socrates adds, have dabbled in philosophy and in politics

and, "being outside risks and struggles, pluck wisdom like a
fruit."

Neither

involving themselves directly in political affairs nor striving after knowledge

for its own sake, the speechwriters offer a brand of wisdom that is limited to

what society considers useful. Insofar as they attack philosophy and present

themselves as having obtained the highest form of wisdom, we can imagine that

they do indeed pose a threat to philosophy. They might reinforce the public

animosity frequently directed against philosophers in the ancient world or they

might at least entice away from philosophy some of its most promising de

votees. People like Crito, who are well disposed toward philosophy but who are

of a mundane disposition, are likely to find the pragmatic wisdom of the

speechwriters
appealing.3

Since the Critos of the world are the principal spon

sors of learning, the threat to philosophy that could come from an alliance

between these two classes of people is quite clear.

The lessons of this dialogue reach beyond the conflicts between ancient

schools of philosophy and speechwriting and beyond concerns about the patron-

ization of learning. They bear on the ever important questions of the role of

philosophy in society in general, on the relation between theory and praxis, on

the founding ideas of modern science (I am referring to the proto-pragmatism

of Bacon and Descartes), and on the nature of higher education in general.

Without addressing any of these huge subjects in this essay, I hope it will

become apparent that the Euthydemus has more to say about them than has

been appreciated hitherto.

Why Crito and then Socrates include Euthydemus and Dionysodorus among
the followers of philosophy (the speechwriters, on the other hand are distin

guished from philosophers) is not addressed explicitly. What we can gather

from the dialogue as a whole, however, suggests that forCritoand for Socra
tes in this dialogue philosophy is distinguished, not by any set of doctrines or
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rigor of method, but above all by its tendency to view wisdom as having value

independently of whatever public reputation or political power it may bring.

Those, like Euthydemus, who practiced the eristic art also showed this apoliti

cal
tendency.4

It is precisely this apolitical tendency among the devotees of

wisdom that Socrates (and Plato) wishes to protect, I believe, especially against

those who would disparage philosophy in favor of learning that purports to be

useful in ways that nonphilosophers can understand.

Strangely, however, protecting philosophy and its apolitical tendency re

quires practical intelligence of a sort that resembles in some ways the skill of

statesmanship. Plato portrays Socrates in the Euthydemus as a consummate

master of this kind of skill. Thus, while Socrates was disinclined to participate

in ordinary politics himself (see Apology 31c-e), he does nevertheless show in

this dialogue a marvelous prudence in managing the conflicting interests and

concerns of the various characters that appear in it.
Socrates'

brand of states

manship, however, if we may use this term here to describe
Socrates'

skill in

managing the discussion, does not serve the welfare of Athens or any city, but

of philosophy. Since the ends of philosophy are higher and more difficult to

comprehend than the mundane ends of ordinary statesmanship (see Aristotle,

Nicomachean Ethics 1112b), the philosophical statesmanship of Socrates is

necessarily hard to comprehend, especially for nonphilosophers like Crito.

The characters Plato has chosen and the way he has arranged the action of

the dialogue, then, become more intelligible if they are understood in relation to

the concern Plato has about the threat to philosophy posed by the speechwriters

and their efforts to persuade others of the greater value of their wisdom. In

order to show this, I shall first treat the main characters that appear in the

dialogue and point out how their roles relate to this concern, so I shall examine

the roles of Crito, the sophists, and Ctesippus in that order. Then I shall discuss

the two conversations that Socrates has with young Clinias, since the outcome

of these conversations reveals why philosophy and statesmanship have radically

divergent ends and why the attempt to combine them necessarily results in a

corruption of one or the other activity. At the end of the essay, then, I shall look

more closely at
Socrates'

critique of the speechwriters and his final exchanges

with Crito in light of what we learn from our analysis of the dialogue.

CRITO

We know from the dialogue that bears his name that Crito is very concerned

about his reputation among the many (see Crito 44b-d); the same characteristic

appears in the Euthydemus (see 272b and 305b). Crito, let us say, is the quintes

sential demotic man, decent, for the most part, but lacking in spirit and intellec

tual energy. His ambitions seem to be roughly those of upper-middle-class

Athenians. He is not a complete Philistine, for if he were, he could never be
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friends with Socrates. Indeed, he seems to admire Socrates and certainly re

spects his, wisdom (see 272d and 304d), but his main interest is in making

money (304c). In the Euthydemus, however, Crito is for the moment preoc

cupied with the education of his son, who is not turning out to be the splendid

gentleman he had hoped for (271b, 306d-307a), and he seems to want Socrates

to help him decide how to proceed. This is no doubt the reason why he is

willing to hear
Socrates'

lengthy account of his conversation with the two edu

cators that have come to town. But Socrates does not prove very helpful to

Crito here. This reluctance to help is central to the meaning of the dialogue.

Socrates does not practice philosophy for the good of society or even for the

good of close friends like Crito. Indeed, the Euthydemus shows Socrates deter

mined to protect philosophy, not only from those who would revile or slander

it, but also from well-meaning admirers, like Crito, who would like to see

philosophy become useful to themselves. One of the more important conflicts

between the personal concerns of the demotic man and the broader concerns of

the philosopher relates to the purpose of philosophical education: What end

does it serve? Does it aim at making good citizens or at the advancement of

knowledge for its own sake? Can the two ends be brought together, or is there

something fundamentally incompatible between
them?5

If its ultimate aim is the

advancement of knowledge for its own sake, how much obligation does philos

ophy have to educate any but those with the greatest capacity for advancing

philosophy? Perhaps philosophy should not degrade itself by taking pains to

convince the world of her usefulness. Perhaps the only obligation of philosophy

is to appeal to those capable of appreciating it. On the other hand, philosophy

must recognize its debt to the public that has little if any appreciation for it:

without society, there can be no philosophy. It is to people like Crito, the mod

erately educated and wealthy segment of the demos, that speechwriters ap
peal in their bid for wisdom and for the chance to educate the young.

Socrates'

task, in this dialogue, will be to induce in Crito the proper respect for the

activity of philosophy, understood as the love of wisdom for its own sake, an

activity which Crito is not fully capable of comprehending or appreciating. We

shall not see Socrates dealing frankly or philosophically with Crito, but rather

in a polite though somewhat high-handed manner.

The dialogue is entitled Euthydemus, but we learn from Crito's opening ex

changes with Socrates that not one, but two sophists are offering their services

to the young. Crito asks, "Who [singular form] was it, Socrates, whom you

were speaking with yesterday in the
Lyceum?"

Crito says he had trouble hear

ing the conversation because a great crowd had gathered, but he caught a

glimpse and saw, he believed, some stranger. Socrates explains that there were
two strangers taking part in the conversation, not one. It turns out that Euthy
demus, for whom the dialogue is named, is the one Crito saw (271b). The two

sophists, Euthydemus and Dionysodorus, have come as a team, but one of them
seems to have made a significantly greater impression on Crito, who was ob-
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serving from a distance. In fact, Euthydemus, the younger of the pair (283a),
appears slightly superior in debating skill to his older brother. One incident

makes this especially clear. Late in
Socrates'

narration, while Socrates is debat

ing with Dionysodorus, Euthydemus interrupts and rebukes Dionysodorus for

spoiling the argument, causing Dionysodorus to redden (297a). Crito's initial

impression that only one sophist was making a display, then, is not entirely

without cause. Now, the sophists claim to be able to teach virtue or excellence

most splendidly and quickly (273d). Presumably, the sophists themselves have

this virtue which they can convey to others, but they do not seem to have

acquired it to the same degree. The sophists advertise that a person's
"nature"

will not prohibit anyone from easily acquiring the wisdom they offer (304c),

but the difference in skill observable in Euthydemus and Dionysodorus suggests

that their art cannot in fact overcome natural inequalities.

This problem is of some importance to Crito, who declares his concern for

his son at the beginning of the dialogue. He noticed that between Socrates and

the stranger, who turned out to be Euthydemus, sat
Axiochus'

boy, Clinias

(271b). Clinias, he says, seemed to be about the same age as his own son,

Critobulus. Clinias, however, has grown up impressively and is a gentleman in

appearance; Critobulus is still
puny.6

He does not ask Socrates to undertake

Critobulus'

education, perhaps because he knows that Socrates would have al

ready made an effort himself had he been so inclined. Socrates is always eager

to talk to certain young men. In any case, Crito seems to be wondering whether

Euthydemus might offer an education that could help his son. By the end of the

dialogue, Crito, disappointed by
Socrates'

account of the conversation with the

sophists, wonders whether anyone can help. He says that especially when he is

with Socrates, he feels he has neglected the education of his sons, but he does

not know how to turn them toward philosophy (306d-307a). Socrates says

nothing explicitly to discourage Crito from thinking that philosophy might in

deed help his sons become more impressive, more like gentlemen. On the other

hand, he does not offer any guarantees to Crito that it will help.
Socrates'

interest in Clinias and his disinclination to help Critobulus would seem to imply

that for Socrates the important question in philosophical education is not, as

Crito believes, how philosophy can help others, but rather who can best serve

philosophy.

As it turns out, Socrates would very much like Crito and his sons to enroll in

the
sophists'

class with him, but the reason Socrates gives for doing so has little

to do with Crito's or his son's education. Socrates wants to take lessons himself

(272b). The reasons for
Socrates'

interest in the sophists will be taken up

shortly; for now we shall remain focused on Crito. Now Crito is a little

shocked; he asks Socrates if he is not too old for this sort of thing. Crito, again,

is concerned about appearances. Socrates seems (deliberately?) unaware of the

importance of such matters and answers Crito as though the only question with

respect to age is whether an old man would be fit to take on and master a new
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skill. With respect to appearances, Socrates is concerned only about bringing

disgrace upon the teachers and so rendering them unwilling to teach. To miti

gate this danger, he hopes to persuade some other elderly men to join him, as

he has done in the case of his harp teacher. Socrates asks Crito to bring his sons

along as bait: the sophists will, it is hoped, accept old men in order to get the

younger
ones.7

Socrates, then, has come up with a proposal to help himself and his friend. It

will afford Socrates a smoother entry into the classes he wants, and it will

afford Crito a chance to educate his sons. For the moment, the philosopher and

the demotic man have reached an accommodation and seem to have found

some use for each
other.8

We must watch to see whether this accommodation

can be sustained.

EUTHYDEMUS AND DIONYSODORUS

The next task is to try to understand why Socrates shows so much interest, at

least in the account he gives to Crito, in the pair of sophists that have come to

town. This will help us see the contrast between Socrates and Crito, or between

the aims of the philosopher and the aims of the demotic man.

To Crito's query about the sophists (271c), Socrates replies that they were

originally from Chios, left for Thurii as colonists, but later fled from there and

since have spent many years in these parts. They are rootless, traveling sophists

like their older contemporaries Protagoras and Gorgias. They had apparently

visited Athens before and had professed to teach all the skills of war and court

room speechwriting, arts of unquestionably practical value. This time, however,

they have something new to offer. In describing this new skill of the sophists to

Crito for the first time, Socrates represents it as an addition to their other practi

cal skills, an addition that somehow completes their mastery of the "all-around

fighting
art"

(pankratiastike techne, 272a): they can now refute anything said

whether it be true or false. At this point in the dialogue, while Socrates is trying
to persuade Crito to enroll in the classes, a presentation that emphasizes the

practical bent of their wisdom seems quite suitable.

Later, however, while describing his introduction of the sophists to young

Clinias, we get a slightly different picture of the relation of their newly acquired
art to what they had possessed previously. Socrates explains that he presented
them to Clinias as teachers of the art of generalship and courtroom self-defense

(273c). But the brothers proclaimed with a laugh that they now considered

these arts pastimes; they presented themselves this time as teachers of arete.

Perhaps we see now why Socrates claims, at least, that his "customary sign, the
daimonion,"

stopped him from leaving the Lyceum before the sophists had
arrived (272e). The brothers professed to teach not just some particular set of
skills, but human excellence, presupposing, it seems, that the ability to refute
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anything said, "whether it be true or
false"

(272a-b), is what makes an excel

lent human being. It is not impossible to imagine Socrates finding this presup

position worthy of investigation. What doctrines did they adhere to that could

make them believe such a thing? Furthermore, the apparent contempt in which

the sophists held such eminently useful and honorable arts as military science

and speechwriting must have given Socrates reason to marvel. They seemed to

possess something they considered of far greater value than what the many

esteemed and what the two sophists themselves had valued highly not long
before. They apparently considered arete to be something above and apart from

what are usually considered the highest political skills.
Socrates'

treatment of the sophists was of course ironic, and it was not diffi

cult for him to identify the snares in their arguments. His continuing interest in

them and his current efforts to enroll in their classes seem to come from a

desire to uncover their secret doctrines. Perhaps he assumes that when he be

comes a paying student, he will have more leverage over them. Much of the

conversation between Socrates and the sophists consisted for the most part in
Socrates'

efforts to get at these doctrines.

The sophists, meanwhile, stubbornly refused to display anything but the skill

with which they could befuddle their interlocutors. Eventually, Socrates dis

cerned that something like the measure doctrine of Protagoras lay behind their

sophistry. When Dionysodorus seemed to claim that contradiction is impossible

on the grounds that one speaks only of what is and never of what is not (285-

286b), Socrates replied:

How, Dionysodorus, do you mean this? For having heard this argument often and

from many people, I always wonder. Those who followed Protagoras always made

a lot of use of it as well as those still more ancient. To me it always seems to have

a marvelous character and to overturn others as well as itself. And I imagine I shall

be persuaded of its truth by you better than by anyone else. It is impossible to say

anything false is this the force of the argument? Or not? In speaking, one speaks

the truth; or does not speak?

The sophists, though insisting on continuing their display, did not reject this

account of their doctrines.
Socrates'

interest in them, however, seems to have

exceeded any interest he ever had in
Protagoras.9

Perhaps the reason for
Socrates'

interest has something to do with the com

mitment of Euthydemus and Dionysodorus to their peculiar brand of wisdom

without regard to political reward or public recognition. Indeed, toward the end

of his conversation with them, Socrates praised them precisely because they

had no care for the many or for those of high repute, but only for those like

themselves (303c). Socrates, it seems, admired, or at least wished to encourage,

their esotericism and their refusal to prove the respectability of their art. He

urged them to avoid public display, not, however, because such displays might
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invite ridicule, but rather because their skill could be picked up quickly by

listeners who would then give them no credit for their wisdom (304a).

At the end of the dialogue, Socrates defends Euthydemus and Dionysodorus

from Crito's and the speechwriter's scorn, even as he seems to
acknowledge the

meagerness of the wisdom they offer. What distinguishes the two sophists from

their detractors and why Socrates feels compelled to defend them will become

clearer after we have studied the character and actions of another major player

in the drama:
Clinias'

ardent admirer, Ctesippus.

CTESIPPUS

Standing as something like a mean proportional between the mundane Crito

and the lovers of wisdom who have gathered for the display, the erotic

Ctesippus helps us understand the vast distance separating the pragmatic con

cerns of the demotic man and the loftier concerns of philosophy.
Ctesippus'

eroticism moves him to participate in a contest for at least the appearance of

wisdom, and this elevates him above the earthbound Crito. We even see him

rise, under the goading of the sophists and the delicate manipulation of Socra

tes, to the level of appreciating, in a crude way, the intricacies of verbal snares

(see 303a-b). In this dialogue, as in almost any Platonic dialogue, eros proves

to be or to be related to, or at least to resemble, that force in human nature that

compels the human soul to look beyond practical concerns toward all that is

beautiful for its own sake. Plato's (and Socrates') attention to this force in

human nature is one thing that distinguishes his understanding of wisdom from

that of the speechwriters.

The difference between the erotic and unerotic souls is illustrated meta

phorically in the physical arrangement of those present at the
sophists'

demon

stration, an arrangement caused by the action of
Ctesippus.10

Socrates explains

that he told the sophists that all who did not possess virtue, which included

himself, Clinias, Ctesippus, and all the other lovers of Clinias, would certainly

want to possess it. Socrates was able, while saying this, to point to Ctesippus

and the other lovers of Clinias because Ctesippus had gotten up, soon followed

by the rest, and had placed himself opposite Socrates and the others, "wishing
to contemplate (theasasthai) his favorite and at the same time being an eager

listener"

(274c). Thus was formed the crowded circle that prevented Crito from

hearing what was being said. Outside the circle are Crito and the rest of the city
of Athens. Inside were people united by the bond of eros or something very like

eros. The followers of Clinias, including Ctesippus, were there because they
admired

Clinias'

beauty; the followers of Euthydemus and Dionysodorus were
there because they admired the virtue and wisdom of the two sophists. Socrates
is evidently interested in this wisdom also, and the sophists are hoping to ac

quire or to increase a following of young, noble Athenians. They gathered, not
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under the constraints of political exigencies, as the citizens of an assembly do,

or even because they thought they could acquire knowledge that would be use

ful in public life at a later time, but because they wanted to have a share in

something they considered noble and beautiful.

Perhaps the best way to see the difference between the spirit or atmosphere

outside the gathering and the spirit inside is to compare the way Crito and

Ctesippus reacted to
Clinias'

beauty and to the wisdom of the sophists. Upon

seeing Clinias, Crito thought first of the problems with his own son. His inter

est in the wisdom of the strangers, then, is limited to the practical considera

tion of how much help they might be in educating Critobulus. By contrast,
Ctesippus'

erotic admiration of Clinias eventually moved him to participate

actively in the conversations, if only to protect himself and his beloved from

the attacks of the sophists. In his clumsy way, he showed himself willing and

even eager to strive for at least the reputation of wisdom, not for the sake of

public esteem or monetary gain, but only because it might make him more

beautiful to Clinias.

If
Ctesippus'

eros elevates him above Crito, it falls far short of Socratic eros.

The manner of
Ctesippus'

participation in the
sophists'

display and
Socrates'

response to him make this clear. Ctesippus was first stirred to intervene by

something Dionysodorus said. This intervention added a note of gravity some

what lacking in the conversation up until then, and it required considerable

adeptness from Socrates to keep this new and welcome seriousness directed to

the questions at hand and away from personal attacks. Dionysodorus asked

Socrates if he was serious in wanting Clinias to become wise (283b). Socrates

replied that he was amazingly serious. Dionysodorus pointed out that this meant

that Socrates, along with the admirers of Clinias, wanted Clinias to be other

than he was. This would mean that they wanted Clinias to be dead. What kind

of friends and lovers could wish such a thing? It was then that Ctesippus inter

rupted and attacked Dionysodorus, no doubt hoping to show off his affection

and protectiveness for Clinias. Perhaps, however, the sophists had struck a sen

sitive nerve in Ctesippus. In time, of course, Clinias will cease to be what he

now is. He will eventually outgrow his youthful beauty; or if he becomes more

virtuous and wise, he may cease to be in need of the benefits that Ctesippus

could offer (cf. Phaedrus 239e-241d). Eventually, Socrates intervened in order

to prevent the exchanges from becoming abusive, but he aimed his remarks

specifically at Ctesippus, trying to calm him down (285a). Socrates suggested

to Ctesippus that perhaps the sophists knew how to destroy someone who was

in a bad way so as to reconstruct him in a good way (285a-b). If, Socrates

added, the admirers of Clinias were unwilling to submit the boy to this treat

ment, he was willing to submit himself. In this way, Socrates showed Ctesippus

that becoming virtuous might involve some drastic changes in one's character

and way of life and that some risk was necessarily involved. In any case, we

see that
Socrates'

eros is open to change in a way that
Ctesippus'

is not.
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In his exchanges with Ctesippus, Socrates tried to tame him in order to avoid

losing a chance to hear the sophists reveal their doctrines. If we follow the

behavior of Ctesippus, we can see that Socrates did succeed in rendering him a

little more docile and open to the
sophists'

novelties. Ctesippus interrupted

twice more after his initial outburst (294b-d, 298b-300d). After the first of

these interruptions, the sophists refused to respond because they believed they

were being ridiculed. Ctesippus made no attempt to understand the philosophi

cal grounds or consequences of their claims, trying instead to humiliate them, to

no avail; but he avoided the abusive language that had prompted Socrates to

intervene previously. In the second interruption, he had evidently changed his

tactics. He had picked up enough of the eristic art from the conversations to be

able to defeat them now and then at their own game. Growing excited on

account of
Clinias'

presence, he caught Dionysodorus contradicting himself and

laughed triumphantly, prompting his beloved Clinias to laugh as well. Socrates,

however, was not laughing:
"Why,"

he asked Clinias, "are you laughing at such

serious and beautiful
things?"

(300e). Taken as mere irony, such a remark

seems flat and ungraceful, unworthy of Plato's subtle artistry. Taken as some

thing other than irony, such a remark would seem to show that these verbal

games were to Socrates at least potentially serious, that is, they offered material

for serious philosophical consideration.

The role of Ctesippus, then, serves to highlight and clarify the difference

between the pragmatic and philosophic dispositions of Crito and Socrates, re

spectively, by showing the limitations of the former and serving as a foil for the

latter.
Ctesippus'

behavior resembles that of the erotic Socrates insofar as his

passion remains undeterred by practical considerations. Such passion, as we

know from the Phaedrus, can elevate human beings to the realm of the noble as

it renders them impatient with the merely practical. What is required in addition

is the Socratic education of eros by means of philosophy.

SOCRATES'

CONVERSATIONS WITH CLINIAS

We turn now to the two conversations Socrates had with young Clinias,
conversations that interrupted for a while the displays put on by the sophists.

Together, they suggest that the serious pursuit of wisdom probably contributes

little to the practical improvement of human life and that, indeed, philosophy
cannot remain true to itself if it submits to this pragmatic criterion of value.

They also suggest that philosophy and statesmanship are each in some sense the

highest of arts, but that they lack the precision and clarity of lower
arts."

The

results of these conversations, then, provide the philosophical basis for Socra
tes'

critique of the vaunted wisdom of the speechwriters.

The first conversation with Clinias arose because Socrates was not satisfied
with the way in which the sophists had attempted to meet the request he had
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made of them to persuade Clinias to philosophize and to practice virtue (275a-

b). Finding the
sophists'

display to contain little that was serious (278b-c),

Socrates proceeded to show the sophists the kind of protreptic speech he would

like to hear.
Socrates'

first interrogation of Clinias ascended, like his famous conversa

tion with Glaucon and Adeimantus, toward philosophy. This interrogation,

however, did not issue in anything as shocking as the political doctrines of the

Republic. It remained within the scope of demotic concerns; Socrates was

merely trying to convince Clinias of the practical benefit of wisdom or knowl

edge in general. He did not explain to Clinias the long, arduous conversion of

the soul toward a life of contemplating the ideas, so there can be no surprise

that much of the argument proves to be shallow. That the alternative to a longer

controversial argument is a shorter superficial one makes us wonder whether

Socratic philosophy can fully accommodate demotic concerns.

After admitting his status as an amateur in the art of protreptic speech, Soc

rates began by eliciting from Clinias the admission that all human beings wish

to prosper (278e). Following this, Clinias agreed that the possession of many

good things would bring prosperity, among which are wealth, health, good

birth, etc. After including the virtues of temperance, justice, courage, and wis

dom, Socrates suddenly realized that they had overlooked "the greatest of

goods,"

good fortune. But then he decided that if one had wisdom, one would

not need good fortune: after all, he said, flute players are successful at flute

playing; grammarians are successful at reading and writing; generally, wise

pilots are successful in the dangers of sea voyages; and who would prefer to

fight under an ignorant general rather than a wise one, or submit to an ignorant

physician rather than a wise one? Thus, Socrates concluded, wisdom eliminates

the need for good fortune. Of course,
Socrates'

arguments do not support his

conclusion; they establish only that wisdom is better than ignorance in securing

success.

Socrates then convinced Clinias that the mere possession of goods did not

produce happiness; one also had to know how to use such goods beneficially.

Wisdom, then, had to be sought at all costs (280b-282b). The question, said

Socrates, was whether wisdom was teachable or came to human beings sponta

neously, and to this Clinias replied that he thought it was teachable. Socrates

was delighted, having been relieved by
Clinias'

assent from undertaking a

lengthy investigation. Acquaintance with the Protagoras and the Meno makes

us wary of
Socrates'

apparent endorsement of the supposition that wisdom is

teachable. The immediate goal of persuading Clinias of the need to philoso

phize evidently overrode
Socrates'

concern for accurate reasoning.

In any case, Clinias seems to have come away from the first conversation

with the conviction that enough of the right kind of knowledge can render the

possessor self-sufficient. The practical benefit of philosophy was firmly estab

lished, at least as far as Clinias was concerned. We cannot help wondering,
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however, whether Socrates has better arguments than these to support the con

viction Clinias gained or whether he himself has doubts. The second conversa

tion with Clinias brings the doubts to the fore.

We must first look at what transpired between the two conversations with

Clinias in order to understand what gave rise to the more radical and farther

reaching inquiry of the second. After the first conversation, the two sophists

had made the suggestion, mentioned previously, that if Socrates and the lovers

of Clinias were serious about wanting the young man to become wise, then they

must have wanted him to die (283d). This was the suggestion that stirred

Ctesippus to intervene and eventually prompted Socrates to volunteer himself to

be operated upon by the sophists on the condition that they remake him into a

virtuous man (285a-c). Socrates was apparently interested in the implicit pro

posal that human excellence can be reached only by abandoning life in some

sense.12

It is after all the pressures exerted by nature upon the living that give

rise to what we have called the pragmatic concerns of the demotic man. These

pressures, for many people, do not allow much time for a serious and consid

ered investigation of the nature and order of these concerns. The philosopher

must resist these pressures and so in this sense withdraw from life in order to

investigate the ultimate end of all vital activity. It is at least consistent with this

line of thought that Socrates eventually moves the conversation to a more radi

cal inquiry into the nature of the good. This occurs in the second conversation

with Clinias.

At the beginning of the second conversation, Socrates and Clinias reestab

lished that it is necessary to pursue wisdom, to philosophize, which is the ac

quisition of knowledge (288d). They also affirmed that knowledge of how to

procure goods is of no advantage without being accompanied by the knowledge

of how to use the goods gained. Apparently, said Socrates, they required the

kind of knowledge that combined production and good use. The concept of use,

of course, always implies some end for which the product is used as a means.

Socrates took advantage of the relation of means to ends in order to push the

investigation to the question of what the highest good could be.

Now something unusual happened, so unusual that it moves Crito to inter

rupt
Socrates'

narration. In what follows, then, we must keep track of three

things: (1) the subject matter of the conversation between Socrates and Clinias,
which he is now reporting to Crito, (2) the context of

Socrates'

exchanges with

Crito, i.e., Crito's hope that Socrates can help him with his son, and (3) the
relation between the two.

In the course of their conversation, Socrates and Clinias examined the two

arts the sophists had professed to teach before they had acquired the art of

eristic: speechwriting and generalship. Displaying now a remarkable, not to say
implausible, degree of intellectual maturity and independence, Clinias rejected
both of these arts on the grounds that those skilled in producing speeches or

military victories do not necessarily know what to do with what they produce.
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(This rejection recalls the
sophists'

earlier dismissal of such arts as pastimes at

273d. Both Socratic dialectic and Euthydemian eristic, therefore, aim at some

good higher than the obvious practical benefits of such arts.) In supporting his

rejection of generalship, Clinias said that generals handed over the people they

caught in their military victories to statesmen, just as geometers, astronomers,

and calculators handed over their discoveries to dialecticians, whenever some

could be found that were not "totally
mindless"

(290c). In this way, statesman

ship emerged as the only serious candidate for the supreme art that would make

its possessor happy. Socrates shortens his account of how he and Clinias arrived

at this conclusion (see 291b); much, then, is left out. In any case, by the end of

the investigation, Socrates and Clinias no longer considered it essential that the

knowledge they sought be capable of producing the goods it uses. Somehow

they had abandoned the attempt to find a kind of knowledge that would render

its possessor self-sufficient. They sought only for the knowledge that allows

one to use goods properly. Already, then, they had lowered their expectations of

philosophy and of the power of such knowledge.

Now, after a considerable period of silent listening, Crito bursts in. He can

not believe that Clinias is capable of such pronouncements (290e). Even Socra

tes is no longer certain who said the things he has been attributing to Clinias.

He knows only that neither Euthydemus nor Dionysodorus said them. Given

what we have heard from and about Clinias up to this point, we are inclined to

agree with Crito's doubts. What, then, has happened, and what is the signifi

cance of this interruption?

The dialogue seems to be ascending to a peak. Socrates and Clinias were

trying to pin down the art that would insure happiness, and they had arrived at

the most comprehensive of practical arts, the art of statesmanship. To make the

comprehensive nature of this art clear, they had compared it to the most com

prehensive of theoretical arts, the art of dialectic (see Republic 531c-534c).

Socrates was no longer engaging, it seems, in a merely protreptic speech, but in

a serious investigation of the relation between theory and praxis, between

knowledge and happiness. Now, in all likelihood, what actually happened was

that Socrates himself made the arguments he has attributed to Clinias and that

he merely elicited
Clinias'

agreement with them, just as he had been doing up

until this point in the conversation. But while recalling the conversation to

Crito, with his attention directed toward the substantive matters in front of him

rather than toward who was speaking, it is not unreasonable that Socrates

should neglect the matter of who said what at this point. Socrates, then, both

the day before and now in front of Crito, seems to have been carrying on a

conversation with himself, oblivious to the concerns or even to the presence of

those around him. He has evidently forsaken his initial goal of persuading

Clinias of the need to philosophize. The dialectical investigation has begun to

take on a life of its own, as this playful remark by Socrates might be meant to

suggest: "Tell me, mysterious Crito, was one of the superior beings there to
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utter these
things?"

(291a). Here we see Socrates engaged in his main activity,

and he is for the most part on his own.

Crito's interruption presents a marked contrast between his concerns and

those of Socrates.
Clinias'

apparently extraordinary skill in argumentation has

no doubt roused Crito's anxiety about his own son's lack of education, and this

anxiety, which surfaces at the beginning and at the end of the dialogue (271b

and 306d), has surely persisted throughout
Socrates'

account and has now

moved him to interrupt. This break in the narration, I believe, serves to empha

size the extent to which Socrates has transcended the concerns of the demotic

man. The ensuing conversation between Socrates and Crito shows how far apart

these two worlds are.

Crito reveals his pragmatic nature with this comment: "I suppose that if

[Clinias] said these things, he has no need of Euthydemus or anyone else for an
education"

(290e). Crito evidently believes one can finish one's education. This

belief is probably fairly typical of the demotic man: after
"completing"

one's

education, one should get out of school and make oneself useful to his family
and to his fellow citizens in some honorable capacity. But this is certainly not

Socrates'

belief. We know from this dialogue that Socrates enrolled in classes

with the harp teacher and that he is now apparently trying to enroll in classes

with the sophists (272c-d). Crito can be persuaded of the value of learning only
if he can see some tangible good coming from it.

Socrates'

devotion to wisdom

is, by contrast, unconditional; and he is not at all apprehensive that no obvious

practical benefit will result from its pursuit.

This difference is made more explicit by the ensuing conversation. Crito

asks Socrates whether he and Clinias continued the search for the art that makes

the possessor happy and whether they found it (291a). Socrates has disappoint

ing news for Crito: they were altogether ridiculous, resembling children who

chase after crested larks. Every time they thought they had at last seized upon

the science, it slipped from their grasp. Since Euthydemus and Dionysodorus

were not involved in
Socrates'

conversation with Clinias, it would appear that

not just the eristic art of the sophists, but even the dialectic art of Socrates is in

some sense ridiculous. More specifically, dialectic appears to be ridiculous to

the extent that it does not seem to be able to reach its ultimate goal, the attain

ment of knowledge that renders the possessor happythe knowledge of the

good. If the dialectic art shares the property of ridiculousness with the eristic

art, it seems to be superior, among other reasons, by virtue of the fact that its

leading practitioner, Socrates, is aware of its ridiculousness. Socrates, unlike the

sophists, does not profess any ability to teach virtue. In any case, it would seem

that philosophy, even in the hands of Socrates, must prove disappointing to the

pragmatic concerns and hopes of Crito and those like him.
Socrates'

account of how he and Clinias arrived at the aporia reveals clearly
how far apart the open-ended activity of philosophy is and must be from the

goal-directed activity of statesmanship. As Socrates explains, they were consid-
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ering the royal art, which they took to be identical with the statesman's art

(291b-c). It seemed to them to be the supreme art; all other artisans hand over

what they procure to the statesman because he alone knows how to use them,

having command of the whole. Socrates next asked whether the monarchic art

produces any effect. The monarchic art is unique, it seems, in using the prod

ucts of the other arts in order to produce a comprehensive good. Socrates tells

Crito that he and Clinias agreed that it did produce an effect, inducing Crito to

agree as well. He appeals now to the examples of medicine and agriculture; the

former produces health, the latter, food from the earth. What, then, does the

monarchic art produce? Socrates, showing unusual impatience with Crito, does

not give him time to reply: "Perhaps you are not quite ready to
answer,"

he says

(292a). Socrates, it seems, is not terribly interested in Crito's views, adding that

he and Clinias were not ready with an answer either. But, he continues, the

monarchic art must produce some good, which, as he and Clinias had agreed to

before, must be some kind of knowledge. Crito's response is not enthusiastic:

"Yes, so you told
me"

(292b). Socrates continues to distance himself from

demotic concerns. He explains that since he and Clinias had scorned all the

works usually said to belong to the political art, such as making citizens

wealthy and free and safe from faction (292e and 292b), they could not define

this knowledge any better than to say that through it one made others good by

conferring it upon them, who would in turn confer it on others, and so on. In

what respect this knowledge makes men good, Socrates explains, they could not

say. Now Socrates speaks as though statesmanship were at one with philosophy

in seeking the ultimate good for human beings. Indeed, at its best, statesman

ship must be or stem from philosophy; that is the lesson of the Republic. How

can a statesman be worthy of the name without having a thorough knowledge

of the good? This a statesman must get, Socrates maintains in that work
(473d-

e), from philosophy. The Euthydemus, however, acknowledges what the Repub

lic does not and perhaps cannot acknowledge, given the context in which the

discussion with Glaucon and Adeimantus takes place: that philosophy might be

unable to determine what the good
is.13

Once this possibility is acknowledged, it

becomes evident that statesmanship (in the ordinary sense of the word) and

philosophy cannot be united in practice. Certainly, both philosophy and the

political art aim at the comprehensive good; but the philosopher is free to leave

the question open for as long as the investigation requires, even indefinitely.

The statesman, on the other hand, is not. He must act, which means he must

proceed as if he knew the good or at least as if he had a reasonably good idea

of what it is. He cannot afford the philosopher's liberty when decisions have to

be made. He will usually assume that it is one or more of the things scorned by

Socrates and Clinias: making citizens wealthy and free and safe from faction

(see 292b). Indeed, philosophy may be unable to comprehend the ultimate

good, but the lovers of wisdom must be free from the necessity of having to

assume what they do not know. If nevertheless philosophy, in its capacity as
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protector of philosophy or as educator of potential philosophers, can be consid

ered a kind of statesmanship (which seems to be one lesson of Plato's States

man), it is distinguished from ordinary statesmanship by this freedom.

THE SPEECHWRITER

Now we are better able to understand
Socrates'

critique of the speechwriters

at the end of the dialogue. The speechwriter represents that class of intellectuals

who seem to have found a way to make the usefulness of their knowledge

apparent to almost anyone. The harm to philosophy posed by such pragmatism

now emerges into the open and becomes an explicit theme in the dialogue.

It is Crito who first mentions the speechwriter. After Socrates once again

urges Crito to join him in taking classes with the sophists, Crito, showing reluc

tance to enroll, reveals that he has already heard about the display from the

speechwriter (304c-305b), who gave a scathing report. Crito tells Socrates that

he protested against the speechwriter's criticisms, saying, "But nonetheless

philosophy is a charming thing, at
least"

(304e). Crito's respect for Socrates

induces him to acknowledge that
Socrates'

activities, however useless and friv

olous they might seem, must have some value. To him, the exchanges with the

sophists probably resembled many other conversations he has heard Socrates

having on matters of little practical importance, so he describes
Socrates'

con

versation with the eristic artisans as
"philosophy."

But the speechwriter was

much harsher than Crito: "Charming, blessed one? Good for nothing, I
say."

He

added that Crito would have been ashamed to see his friend Socrates submitting

willingly to the sophists. Crito tells Socrates that the speechwriter was wrong to

disparage this business, but right to blame
Socrates'

lack of caution in convers

ing with such men in public.

Now Socrates reveals that he, too, had been thinking about speechwriters.

Upon learning from Crito that the speechwriter was not an orator, but strictly a

composer of speeches, Socrates replies, "Now I understand; I was just about to

speak of these people myself (305c). In fact, speechwriting was one of the

subjects that arose during
Socrates'

second interrogation of Clinias (289c-

290a), at which time it was rejected as a candidate for the supreme art. Was

Socrates aware of the speechwriter's presence at that time? Was he also aware

of Crito's meeting with the speechwriter, and did he shape his account of the
sophists'

demonstration with this in
mind?14

In any case, Socrates explains that,

according to his old teacher Prodicus, speechwriters are on the border ground

between the philosopher and the statesman, dabbling in the affairs of each

but avoiding their risks, but they believe they are the wisest of all. Only phi

losophers, among whom Socrates evidently includes Euthydemus and Di

onysodorus, stand in the way of their universal renown. The speechwriters hope
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to diminish the esteem for philosophy and so claim for themselves the prize of

wisdom.

What Socrates means by this remark is only partly explained by the next

exchange he has with Crito. The upshot of what he says is that when anything

is compounded of two good things that do not have the same end, it is inferior

to both of them (306a-d). The speechwriters, having a share of both philosophy
and politics, could not admit that either activity considered separately is bad;

they must admit that both are good. Therefore, they must admit that they them

selves, participating in each only half way, are inferior to both. What needs to

be added to this argument is an explanation ofwhat the different ends of philos

ophy and politics are. We saw in
Socrates'

last conversation with Clinias that

philosophy and politics differ precisely in the nature of their ends. The states

man's business must be conducted as though the usual ends of political ac

tion peace, freedom, prosperity goals which are understandable and

acceptable to the demotic man, are indeed of intrinsic value, because political

decisions must be made in a timely fashion. Philosophers, on the other hand,

must have the leisure to pursue the theoretical question of what the good is,

even going so far as to consider what freedom or peace are good for. Since, as

we have seen,
Socrates'

dialectic may not be able to determine with any preci

sion what the good is, Socrates welcomes the opportunity to discuss the subject

of excellence and wisdom with anyone who professes to have a new idea. Each

of these activities, that of the statesman and that of the philosopher, involves

risks. The statesman's risks in any decision he makes are obvious. The philoso

pher's risks are obvious in one sense also: witness the fate of Socrates. Even

apart from this, the philosopher risks losing all ethical bearings when he aban

dons accepted notions of what is good or bad in the pursuit of more reliable

knowledge (see again 285b-c and 292e, 293a). The prospect of a politician

adding the ethical risks of philosophy to the already formidable risks of states

manship is dreadful. From this perspective, we can see that attempts to combine

the goals of philosophy and statesmanship must result in either pragmatic re

strictions on the range of questions philosophy can ask or debilitation of
states-

manly resolve with philosophical doubt, a corruption of one or the other

activity. Most likely, the speechwriters opt for the first of these alternatives but

do not take any of the risks that statesmen take. This seems to be the implica

tion of
Socrates'

remarks.

Socrates has taken the side of the
"philosophers"

Euthydemus and Di

onysodorus, albeit with some irony, in their competition with the speechwriters.

He evidently prefers such intellectuals because, in this circle, knowledge seems

to be sought for no end beyond what takes place in the conversation. From

Crito's point of view, on the other hand, the speechwriter's moderate involve

ment in philosophy and politics probably gives the speechwriter a stronger

claim to the prize of wisdom. Crito can probably see no reason to condemn, and
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indeed much to recommend, the speechwriter's endeavor to put some of the

knowledge of the philosophers to what he considers good use (cf. Isocrates,

Antidosis 264-78). Socrates, however, lends the weight of his considerable au

thority to the support of impractical, third-rate intellectual activity in order to

upset the demotic man's inevitable tendency to prefer knowledge whose value

he can comprehend. It is a mistake, then, to assume that
Socrates'

objections to

sophistry come mainly out of a concern to protect society or the demos from

the harm caused by careless, irresponsible teachers of rhetoric. His main con

cern, as always, is to protect philosophy from those who, for whatever reasons,

try to diminish its prestige in favor of what they consider useful, be they soph

ists or the most respected citizens.

As the dialogue comes to a close, it descends to the level of the mundane.

Crito returns to the problem which was in the back of his mind throughout
Socrates'

narration: what to do with his sons. He refers to the problem as an

aporia, recalling perhaps
Socrates'

aporia reached at the end of the second

conversation with Clinias concerning the nature of statesmanship and the ulti

mate good.
Socrates'

aporia, however, was philosophical; Crito's is personal.

One of Crito's sons is still quite young, but his oldest son especially needs

someone who could benefit him. When Crito is in
Socrates'

company, he ex

plains, he feels it is madness to have taken care of his son's social and financial

needs while neglecting his education. But everyone who professes the ability to

educate seems, in his view, entirely unsuitable. The result is that he does not

know how to turn his son toward
philosophy.15

Socrates no doubt detects Crito's

masked invitation to try a protreptic speech on Critobulus as he had done for

Clinias, but Socrates does not answer this request, having judged, perhaps, that

Critobulus is not worthy of such an effort. Instead, he rebukes Crito for not

according philosophy the same treatment he accords to other arts he deems

worthy of study: in spite of the abundance of poor teachers and the rareness of

good ones in gymnastic, moneymaking, rhetoric, and generalship, Crito would

not prohibit his son from getting involved in them; should he then prohibit

Critobulus from finding mediocre teachers of philosophy? In a manner reminis

cent of the end of the dialogue named after him, Crito replies, meekly, "No, that

would be unjust,
Socrates."

In the Crito, Socrates compels his old friend to respect the Athenian laws

and to subordinate his immediate, particular concerns to their broader demands.

Similarly, in the Euthydemus, Socrates compels Crito to respect an activity he is

not competent to judge. Socrates bids him to let those who practice philosophy

alone, whether they are helpful or useless, and to turn others away only when

he has tested the matter thoroughly (which he evidently has not). If, Socrates

adds, philosophy turns out to be such as he thinks it is, then Crito should boldly
pursue and practice it himself along with his sons.
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NOTES

1. Leo Strauss in "On the
Euthydemus,"

in Studies in Platonic Political Philosophy (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1983), pp. 67-88, takes this question seriously. My essay is based in

good part on the subtle but often puzzling observations contained in Strauss's paper.

2. Translations from Burnet's Oxford edition are my own.

3. I am not using the word
"pragmatic"

to refer to the philosophy of Pierce, but only to charac

terize the wisdom of the ancient speechwriters as having a practical rather than a theoretical orienta
tion.

4. Euthydemus and Dionysodorus disparage courtroom speechmaking and generalship as side

activities (parergois, 273d). See also 303c, where Socrates praises the pair for caring not at all

about the many or about famous and important people, but only about their own kind. Aristotle

distinguished the eristic men, who disputed for the sake of victory, from the sophists, who disputed

for the sake of reputation with a view to making money (On Sophistical Refutations 171b).

5. The Euthydemus offers an important counterweight to the Republic in that it emphasizes the

incompatibility of philosophy and politics. We shall see later that the Euthydemus, like the Repub

lic, includes an ascent of sorts toward the good, except that in this dialogue, where no demands are

placed on Socrates to vindicate justice, the good remains out of reach and even out of sight.

6. We know from Xenophon's Memorabilia 1.3.8-13 that Critobulus was an admirer ofClinias.

Are we to assume he was present among the band of
Clinias'

lovers during the display? Socrates

does not even mention him. Of
Clinias'

lovers, only Ctesippus makes his presence felt. Perhaps

Plato wished to indicate in this way that Critobulus was of no account.

7. It is likely that Socrates had already been accepted into the
sophists'

classes (see 304b-c).

Why, then, does he need Crito's sons as bait? The most probable answer, it seems to me, is that he

does not. Socrates is not being entirely straightforward with Crito. What he needs most of all from

him is tuition money.

8. One cannot help noticing the parallels and the differences with the situation in the Crito,

whose dramatis personae are the same as those in the Euthydemus. (Leo Strauss alludes to this link

in his essay.) In the Crito, Socrates discourages his old friend from spending money to get Socrates

out of prison; in the Euthydemus, Socrates urges Crito to spend money to enroll the two of them in

classes with the sophists. The Crito shows the philosopher instructing the demotic man about civic

duties, justifying for him the execution of the philosopher ordered by the Athenian laws; the Euthy
demus shows the philosopher attempting to make use of the demotic man to support an apparently

frivolous philosophical activity. In both situations, the philosopher must determine whether and in

what way the demotic man can help the philosopher. We also notice that
Socrates'

efforts in the

Crito are successful: Socrates persuades Crito not to spend his money. The outcome of the Euthy
demus is not so clear: Crito is reluctant to spend money on classes with the sophists (see 304c). It is

evidently easier for the demotic man to be made to understand his dependence on and obligations to

the city than to understand the value of philosophy.

9. Cf. Protagoras 310b, where Hippocrates, at the crack of dawn, excitedly announces to Soc

rates the arrival of Protagoras in Athens, and Socrates, still in bed, replies by asking if Hippocrates

has just learned of this, since the great sophist had come two days ago.

10. I have this from Strauss, p. 71.

11. See David Roochnik, "The Serious Play of Plato's
Euthydemus,"

Interpretation 18 (1990-

91): 211-32.

12. In beginning his narration of this part of the
sophists'

display, Socrates says to Crito, "for

the argument that the man began was something marvelous, and it is worth your hearing as an

incitement to
virtue"

(283b). Strauss asks, "Did Socrates consider that philosophizing is learning to
die?"

(p. 78).

13. In the Republic Socrates is pressed to show that the just life is superior to the unjust life,

which requires him to show that philosophical kingship is workable. In the Euthydemus, Socrates

has himself initiated an investigation into the kind of knowledge that would insure happiness. Even
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in the Republic, however, Socrates repeatedly protests his ignorance of the good, but
these protesta

tions are brushed aside by his demanding interlocutors (see 505a-507a).

14.
Socrates'

pointedly ironic treatment, during his second interrogation of Clinias, of the art of

speechwriting lends some credence to this reading (see 289d-290a). At the end of the dialogue,

Socrates asks Crito to explain whether it was an orator or a composer of speeches that had spoken

to him (305b), but this question does not necessarily imply that Socrates was unaware of his

presence. It may only mean that representatives of both intellectual camps were present at the

display and that Socrates was not sure which of these had given the report to Crito, or that Socrates

was not being straightforward with Crito.

15. Perhaps Crito was concerned that Critobulus might follow his beloved Clinias into lessons

with Euthydemus and was hoping, perhaps with
Socrates'

help, to encourage his son instead to seek

lessons from the anonymous speechwriter.
Socrates'

behavior toward the sophists and toward Crito

could be seen as a deliberate attempt to divert the speechwriters potential clientele.
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The political philosophers of the seventeenth century conceived man as the

possessor of inalienable natural rights which, untamed by guarantees of secu

rity, could justify any behavior whatsoever in their defense, no matter how

extreme, including preemptive strikes on those whom one merely suspects

of unpleasant intentions. The theory originated, more or less, with Thomas

Hobbes's claim that each man is the possessor of a natural right to life, a right

which he possesses not from civil society or from God but, rather, as an inalien

able right of nature, "found even in the embryo. . . Because of the ignorance

each has of future threats to his well-being, including the imaginable threats

posed by those whom he has no present reason to distrust, Hobbes acknowl

edged that one cannot guarantee his preservation without the augmentation of

his power and possessions beyond that required by his own simple needs. The

natural right to self-preservation, magnified by the fact that no man can be sure

which of all the imaginable threats to his life and well-being will turn out to be

real, blossomed into a "natural right of every man to everything, even to one

another's
body."2

The natural inclination to secure one's natural right to preser

vation, Hobbes argued, deteriorates quickly into a war of each against all. It is

reason and right, not irrationality, that justifies a preemptive strike on another in

the natural condition. John Locke took much the same position as Hobbes,

justifying the killing of a thief who has not otherwise caused any injury and

whose actions have not revealed any more harmful intentions, simply because

there is no reason to assume that one who would take away another's liberty,

e.g, by stealing from him, would not take his life as
well.3

Rights, from this

seventeenth-century perspective, existed as principles of alienation the very na

ture of which was to clash. The problem for liberal rights-theory was to find a

way of rescuing man from the detestable natural condition into which he thrusts

himself, by his own natural inclinations, acting on his natural right to preserva

tion, without depriving him of the natural rights that drove him into the natural

condition the condition of mutual hostility and warfare in the first place.

Locke, Hobbes, and their philosophical contemporaries resolved the problem

by arguing that man could be rescued from the self-destructive implications of

his behavior only if he were to abandon the natural condition, that is, if he were

to subordinate himself to a sovereign authority. Their political theories were, for

the most part, attempts to explain how this peace-generating subordination to

sovereign authority could safely, intelligibly, be brought about.

> interpretation, Winter 1998, Vol. 25, No. 2
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The dilemma for rights-theory, never resolved by Hobbes, Locke, and the

seventeenth
.century,

was that the sovereign powers invoked to protect individ

ual rights were also possible threats to the very rights they were intended to

protect. The only corrective to the possibility of sovereign
abuse of powers that

Hobbes and Locke could come up with was an appeal to those very rights that

the sovereign was invoked to protect. That corrective, when called upon, how

ever, would thrust mankind once again into the detestable natural condition. So

long as individuals retained their natural right to life, those rights represented a

threat to the very authority on which they depended. The individual acting on

his natural rights, concerned fundamentally with his own survival, remained, in

an important sense, outside the community, his most vital interests linked only

conditionally to loyalty to his sovereign.

The problem for subsequent philosophy was to conceive individual rights

and civil association in such a way that this opposition of individual rights and

political power was avoided. The solution that political philosophy hit upon

was first proposed by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau reconciled individual

rights with the authority of the community by conceiving them as originating

only with the community. He abandoned the idea of natural rights, i.e., rights

that belong to the individual inalienably, that is, prior to and independent of his

political association, and with that he abandoned the idea of inalienable rights

as a final justification to which one could appeal to resist the abuse of sovereign

authority. Rights were reconceived by Rousseau as exclusively social in their

nature and their origins. "The social
order,"

he said, "is a sacred right which is

the basis of all other rights. Nevertheless, this right does not come from nature,

and must therefore be founded on
conventions."4

If we accept Rousseau's claim

that the sacred right to social order is itself a social convention, then it follows

that that right, and all of the other rights of which it is the basis, do not precede

society. Sacred though they may be, they are not inalienable, natural rights to

which man can appeal to justify actions against society. Rousseau's revision

resolved the friction created by the clash of individual rights and political au

thority, but it was not clear that individual rights were preserved. In Rousseau's

scheme, rights become thoroughly absorbed by the general will, meaning by
that not a "majority

will,"

but, rather, what society itself would conceive as its

good.

The rights-theory of Johann Gottlieb Fichte was, in a sense, an attempt to

carry through Rousseau's solution to the seventeenth-century liberal-rights di

lemma, but without denying the absolute character of individual rights as they
were conceived by Hobbes and Locke. Fichte believed he could give a deduc

tion which shows how rights properly conceived do not result in the dilemmas

that occupied Hobbes and Locke. The key to Fichte's theory is his transfer of

the locus of rights away from Hobbesian fear of death to self-consciousness.

The freedom that defines self-consciousness exists only through reciprocally
dependent recognition voluntarily given by free, rational beings to one another
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in a community. The reciprocal dependence of freedom eradicates the exter

nality of rights, making them eminently sociable. Fichte's intention, in The

Science ofRights (1796), was to produce a deduction of the concept of rights,

employing the transcendental method that was used by Kant to show how rights

exist as "a necessary condition of
self-consciousness."5

This means that where

there are no rights there can be no consciousness of self or, to state the logical

equivalent, the self-conscious self can be conceived only as an agent of rights.

Precisely how Fichte deduces rights from self-consciousness we shall see next.

I. FROM SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS TO RIGHTS

In both The Science ofRights and the earlier Science ofKnowledge, Fichte

argued that self-consciousness is the most immediate, undeniable character of

rational being, a fact so immediate, so self-evident, that it needs no proof or

argument. His immediate starting point is his rejection of certain epistemologi-

cal assumptions made by Kant. Kant had accepted the empiricist critique of

rationalism, that there is nothing in intellect that was not first in the senses.

That is, all knowledge must begin with -sense-experience. We can have no

knowledge whatsoever any objects, or any reality, existing outside of and be

yond the limits of sense to which our sense intuitions somehow correspond.

Kant accepted this empiricist critique of knowledge, but, nevertheless, did

not deny the existence of an external world of things-in-themselves. Accepting
the idea of an unknowable thing-in-itself grew increasingly problematical for

subsequent philosophers, most especially Fichte. To claim we can have no

knowledge of an existing thing-in-itself, after all, is already to know something

about it, that it exists, that it is a unit (thing), and that it has certain relational

properties (in-itself). The idea of a thing-in-itself, in short, is self-contradictory.

"It might be
asked,"

Fichte says, "What reality shall be ascribed to those acts

which lie beyond the sphere of consciousness, and are not posited in conscious

ness, if reality is properly ascribed only to that which is necessarily posited by
the Ego? Of course, no reality, except in so far as it is thus necessarily

posited."6

Consciousness is the one constant, the one self-evidently existing being, which

needs no proof, from which all knowledge whatsoever must begin.

Even though it needs no proof, self-consciousness, as an activity, is not pos

sible unless there is also something (an object) of which it is conscious, which,

in this case, would be the self itself. Consciousness that is not conscious of

anything is no consciousness at all, and in the absence of a thing-in-itself, there

is nothing else which could
serve as its object. In Fichte's terms, self-conscious

ness posits itself. That is, since self-consciousness undeniably exists, and since

it cannot exist unless there is a self of which it is conscious, we must
"posit"

the existence of the self as its own necessary precondition.

Fichte's concept of self-consciousness is, in one sense, akin to the famous
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Cartesian cogito, ergo sum, the "I think; I
am"

that was, for Descartes, the

necessarily presumed accompaniment of any thought or perception. Fichte

speaks of self-consciousness in much the same way, identifying it as "the pri

mordial, absolutely unconditioned first principle of all human
knowledge."7

But, beyond this, the similarities vanish. Fichte's "first
principle"

differs from

the Cartesian cogito, first and foremost, in that it is not substrate, power, or

faculty (p. 39). Neither is it, as David Hume would have it, a mere connection

of sense impressions, i.e., as an empirical self (p. 37). Self-consciousness, or

Ego, exists solely as a self-grounding activity.

So long as it remains this indeterminate, the original activity that constitutes

self-consciousness is, strictly speaking, unknowable. Since consciousness can

be only of those entities that have knowable or determinate boundaries (some

thing that can be specified or described), self-consciousness cannot be possible

unless there is (as a precondition of the possibility of self-consciousness), be

yond the self-grounding activity of self-consciousness, a contemplating activity

that "has an externality. . . a World for its
object"

(The Science ofKnowledge,

p. 32; also Science ofRights, pp. 40-44). That is to say, self-consciousness is

possible only through consciousness of something else, i.e. an object or thing. The
"object"

here, of course, is sensuous, meaning by that it is something that exists

only in consciousness. Consciousness and the object of consciousness stand

in a relation of reciprocal determinacy. Every object is an object only of con

sciousness, and consciousness only exists as consciousness of its object.

Self-consciousness (Ego) and object (non-Ego) are, Fichte says, "determined

modification(s) of consciousness; and without consciousness there is no
Being."8

The Ego, according to Fichte, posits the sensuous external
world.9

(When

Fichte says that something is
"posited"

by consciousness, he means that it must

be affirmed as a necessary precondition of the possibility of consciousness,

much the way that space can be posited as the precondition of the possible

physical existence of a tree, since to exist in this sense means to occupy space.

So, if trees can be conceived as existing, we must posit the concept of space.)

Furthermore, it is only through this positing activity that the Ego, itself, is

knowable, i.e. in the action of being conscious of
something.10

In the Wissenschaftslehre (Science ofKnowledge) Fichte develops the epis-

temological implications of this notion of self-consciousness. Our concern, of

course, is not with Fichte's epistemology per se but with his account of rights,

and with his account of self-consciousness only to the extent that it is funda

mental to his rights-theory. Much the same as Kant, Fichte anchors rights in

freedom, and it is in self-consciousness that freedom comes into being.

Self-consciousness is a self-determining activity and, hence, necessarily a

free activity (since self-determination is what is meant by freedom). Freedom,
Fichte says, "involves originally only the power, through absolute spontaneity,

to form conceptions of our possible
causality"

(The Science of Rights, pp. 18,
54, 91). That is, freedom exists in the ability to conceive oneself as freely
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initiating, or causing, something. This does not mean that freedom is wholly
without conditions. It, too, cannot be conceived except through limitation. This

could mean no more than the fact that no person is free to choose unless he or

she is presented with a limited (determinate) set of choices. I am free to choose

to eat an apple or a pear if they are offered to me, or I may choose to eat

nothing at all; but I am not free to choose without choosing from some such set

of alternatives.

To conceive oneself as a spontaneous cause, i.e., a being who initiates cau

sality, rather than serving as a mere medium through which exterior causal

forces flow, requires, "that a result in the external world should follow the

thinking of his activity, or that he should perceive the effect of his free causal
ity"

(The Science of Rights, p. 18). That is, freedom cannot be conceived as

existing for a rational being without manifesting itself in some possible effect

on something. Wherever there is no effect, there can be no cause. The self's

consciousness of itself arises only when it perceives itself in the appearance of

objects, i.e., in the knowable effect it has on them as it transforms the objects to

suit its will. The sensuous object itself is posited as that which resists, which

can be overcome and, therefore, which gives evidence of the causality imposed

upon it.

Hence the object must be infinitely changeable through an infinitely changeable

conception; that is to say, it must be possible to make out of the object whatever

one may possibly will to make out of it. The object is fixed, is permanently

determined . . . and may, therefore, by virtue of this its permanency, resist the

causality of a rational being; but it can not change itself through itself, (it can not

commence any effort;) and hence it can not act contrary or in opposition to this

causality of a rational being. (The Science ofRights, p. 47)

The self, no doubt, has its existence verified by its causal relationship to

objects, but only as a thing causally affecting another thing. Proof of self-

consciousness requires something more than evidence of mere causal efficacy.

What is needed is evidence of one's free causality. There must be some observ

able effect of free causality different from the effects of mere causality per se.

Free causality is causal activity that is purposive or intentional activity, where

the intentions and/or purposes arise solely as a self-determination of conscious

ness. Proof offree causality requires evidence of a will at work. For example, a

rational being may spontaneously decide to claim a parcel of land for himself.

The land itself can give no evidence of this rational being's intentions. It may

resist one's intentions (with earthquakes, droughts, etc.), but it never opposes

them with a contrary intention. Consequently, it gives no evidence that free

causality has occurred, only that a causal force has acted on it. The only thing

that could offer evidence of one's free causality is another rational being, e.g.,

by opposing the original rational being's intentions, by protesting the takeover

or, perhaps, by reluctantly giving recognition to the original rational being's
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claim on the parcel of land as his exclusive sphere of freedom. By responding

to my actions as the actions of a free, purposive being, the other provides the

necessary condition for bringing my intentions my will (as opposed to my

mere causal efficacy) into external
existence."

From Fichte's account of the preconditions of self-consciousness it follows

that no finite rational being can ascribe to itself a free causality in the sensuous

world without assuming the existence of other finite rational beings whose

potential opposition must be overcome. Individuals owe their existence as self-

conscious, free beings to this process of reciprocal recognition, since self-con

sciousness is not an object but an activity, the nature of which is to be free, and

which cannot be made determinate in any other way. They do not exist (except

as objects or dumb animals) outside it. Fichte explains:

The subject determines itself as an individual and as a free individual through

the sphere wherein it has chosen one of the possible acts given in that sphere; and

the subject also posits another individual outside of itself, as its opposite, and as

determined through another sphere, wherein this other individual has chosen. Hence

the subject posits both spheres at the same time, and only thus is the required

opposition possible.

The being outside of the subject is posited as free, hence as a being, which

might also have overstepped the sphere by which it is now determined, and might

have overstepped it in such a manner as not to leave to the first subject the

possibility of a free acting. It has voluntarily not overstepped that sphere, and has,

therefore, itself restricted its own freedom, materialiter, that is to say, the sphere of

the acts, which its formal freedom could have realized; and all this the subject also

posits necessarily in that stipulated oppositing.

Again: This outside being has addressed a requirement to the subject to manifest

free activity; hence it has restricted its freedom by a conception of an end

entertained by the subject, wherein the freedom of the subject, be it only

problematically, was presupposed; it has therefore restricted its freedom through the

conception of the (formal) freedom of the subject.

Now, through this self-restriction of the other being its cognition by the subject

as a rational and free being is conditioned. For the subject has posited a free being
outside of itself only by virtue of a requirement addressed to itself to manifest free

activity, hence only by virtue of that self-restriction of the outside being. But again:

This self-restriction was conditioned also by the cognition on the part of the outside

being of the subject as a possibly free being. Hence the conception, which the

subject has of the outside being, as a free being, is conditioned by the same

conception on the part of the outside being of the subject, and by an acting,

determined through this conception. (The Science ofRights, pp. 65-66)

Stated somewhat more accessibly, Fichte's point is that another rational be

ing could violate the limits that separate his sphere of freedom (e.g., his parcel

of land) from mine (e.g., by seizing my land), but he could also chose, instead,
to restrict himself voluntarily and leave me to my own unrestricted use of the
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land. Were he voluntarily to restrict his activity, it would be a perceived effect

of a demand that I lay on him "to manifest free
activity,"

that is, to acknowl

edge my purposive possession of the land and, thereby, not interfere with my

sphere of freedom. He will not do that, of course, without conceiving me as a

free and rational being. (We ordinarily ignore the protests of squirrels, rabbits,

and birds, when we take possession of, and use, a parcel of land.) Conversely,
his voluntary self-restriction (whereby he chooses to make no attempt to inter

fere with my possession and use of this parcel of land), reveals him to me as a

free being (since mere sensuous objects would never restrict themselves volun

tarily), and, hence, able to make similar demands on me "to manifest free activ
ity."

My voluntary self-restriction in response to his demand is what reveals me

to him as a free and rational being for whom he could reasonably limit his own

free activity. The result is a reciprocally generated set of rights and obligations.

Fichte writes,

The mutual cognition of individuals is conditioned by this, that each treat the other

as free, (or, restrict his freedom through the conception of the freedom of the other.)

The relation of free beings toward each other is therefore the relation of a

reciprocal causality upon each other through intelligence and freedom. No free

being can recognize the other as such, unless both mutually thus recognize each

other; and no one can treat the other as a free being, unless both mutually thus treat

each other. The conception, here established, is very important for our purpose; for

it is the basis of our whole theory of
Rights.12

This mutual recognition given to one another by free beings is the sum and

substance of what is meant by the concept of rights. "The conception of Rights

is, therefore, the conception of the necessary relation of free beings to each

other"

(The Science ofRights, p. 18).

Now, finally, we understand Fichte's claim that the concept of rights func

tions as "a necessary condition of
self-consciousness."

One becomes conscious

of himself as a free being only reflexively, by seeing himself in the other's

recognition of him as a free, rational being. Consciousness of one's own self is

not like consciousness of mere objects. According to Fichte, it is not otherwise

possible than through some such reflexive act. One sees the other seeing him as

something more than a mere thing, as something capable of possessing rights.

Seeing the other voluntarily restrict his freedom to avoid interfering with one's

sphere reveals one to oneself as the kind of being to whom alone such recogni

tion can be given, at the same time that it reveals the other, too, as the kind of

being from whom such recognition can be received. For Fichte, then, rights are

not grounded upon human nature, natural law, or moral imperatives. Rather,

rights are posited as necessary preconditions of self-consciousness. Because of

the reciprocally dependent determinacy of self-consciousness, i.e., because it

exists only in and through the reciprocally interdependent recognition of one
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free, rational being (i.e., person) by another, it follows that the concept of right

derives from an analysis of the concept of personality. Fichte explains:

Now this right, or these rights, are involved in the mere conception of the person,

as such, and in so far are called Original (or inalienable) Rights. The Science of

these Rights arises through the mere analysis of the conception of personality, in so

far as that which this conception involves can be violated by the free acts of others,

but must not be so violated in virtue of the conception or Rights. (The Science of

Rights, pp. 139-40)

II. COMMUNITY

Obviously, Fichte did not believe that the concept of rights could be ex

plained by referring to the actions of a single, solitary being in a Hobbesian

state of nature striving to secure his own preservation. In a world governed

solely by the forces of natural desire, no recognition of actual rights would ever

exist. People would, with Hobbesian inevitability, react to one another as if they
were mere objects, interfering with one another, stealing from one another, and

attacking one another whenever it appeared to be in their interests to do so. The

rights of one individual, existing without limit in a Hobbesian natural condition,

would not simply conflict with the rights of every other person, as Hobbes

believed; according to Fichte, they would cancel them. Consequently, there are,

Fichte concluded, no original, natural rights that people have as individuals,

independent of the recognition given them by others. "Man attains rights only

in a community with others as indeed he only becomes a man . . . through

intercourse with others. Man, indeed, can not be thought as one
individual."13

One's very existence as a free, rational being, i.e., as a person, is created and

sustained by the recognition one receives from another free, rational being (per

son). According to Fichte, then,

Rights can be spoken of only on the condition that a person is thought as a person,

that is, as an individual, or, in other words, as occupying a relation to other

individuals, between whom and him a community, though not actually posited,

perhaps, is at least fictitiously assumed. For those things which, through speculative

philosophy, we discover to be conditions of personality, become rights only if other

persons are added in thought, who dare not violate those conditions. Free beings

can not, however, be thought as coexisting at all, unless their rights reciprocally

limit each other, that is, unless the sphere of their original rights changes into the

sphere of rights in a commonwealth. It would seem, therefore, impossible to reflect

upon rights as original rights, that is, without regard to their necessary limitations

through the rights of others. (The Science ofRights, p. 160, italics added.)

Fichte found a solution to Hobbes's problem very similar (so far) to the

solution found by Kant. Rights do not exist as principles of alienation in a
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natural condition and, hence, as barriers to civil association. They exist exclu

sively in and through the mutual recognition and voluntary self-restrictions of

individuals living with one another in a community.

There is something paradoxical about this argument that Fichte must ad

dress. If rights are the result of mutual recognition, i.e., voluntary mutual self-

restriction, how, in a community of two or three, could one's rights ever be

violated? Were one person to violate the rights of another, his act would serve

as evidence that he had not recognized the other's right, in which case no rights

would exist to be violated. Either recognition (self-restriction) is given (in

which case, rights exist) or it is not (in which case, no rights exist). This is a

problem that plagues all rights-theories that make rights a product of mutual

recognition. It has become the philosophical underside of a subtle cynicism that

rights-talk has not been able to shake. Fichte is aware of this problem and

avoids it through the clever stratagem of a double fiction, first, by assuming the

existence of original rights. Fichte acknowledges that, "Original Rights are,

therefore, a pure fiction, but a fiction necessary for the purpose of
Science"

(The Science of Rights, p. 160). So, original rights (e.g., Hobbesian natural

rights) do not exist, but we must assume that original rights do exist in order to

put ourselves in a situation where we can demand that they be recognized,

thereby bringing them into genuine, albeit communal, existence. Rights, then,

are the incredibly fragile products (and preconditions) of community conscious
ness.14

They presuppose the possibility that.others exist who will, in response to

our demand for recognition, voluntarily restrict their freedom. This is the sec

ond half of Fichte's double fiction (the fictitiously assumed community) re

ferred to in the above quotation, which must be presumed if we are to explain

the original expectation that recognition will ever be given.

The sociability of rights their existence as the fabric of social existence

rather than as the alienating principles of self-preservation that society is cre

ated to overcome comes at some expense. Outside the confines of mutual

recognition, i.e., beyond the limits of one's community, nobody can be said to

have a right to anything, and we're left with the worst of Hobbesian dilemmas.

In such a situation, rights are not merely fictions; they are meaningless fictions.

So, if reciprocally generated rights are to be sustained, individuals must be

brought into the community.

According to Fichte, "it is possible in thought to have every member of a

community so restrict his own external freedom through inner freedom as to

make it possible that all other members shall also be free. Now, this is the

conception of Rights . . (The Science of Rights, p. 19). That is to say, it is

possible in thought, though not necessarily in fact, to have a whole community

of free beings agreeing mutually and voluntarily to restrict their freedoms. It is

conceivable, even though there may be no obvious and uncomplicated way for

such a community to come into historical being. This community is possible

only to the extent that each member voluntarily resolves "never to treat the
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others as mere things, but always as free
beings"

(p. 128, cf. also pp. 131, 161).

Fichte, here, calls upon what Kant employed as a validating principle of univer

sality, with what Fichte considers the notable difference that this law is not to

be conceived as a moral law that imposes duties. Rather, it is a law of permis

sion that, beyond a specific sphere of restrictions, leaves each person to his own

free will, permitting each the free and otherwise unlimited use of his rights (pp.

22-23, 80-81). By applying the law voluntarily to his own free activity, each

becomes a lawful member of the community and yet remains entirely free. Of

course, only a person who is already a member of a community would ever

apply the law voluntarily to his own free activity in the first place. A will that

does not conform to such a law is a will that cannot possess rights because it

has not fulfilled the minimum conditions under which, alone, mutual recogni

tion of rights is possible. Fichte writes,

If I subject myself to a law which I have examined and approved, (such approval

being the exclusive condition of a lawful possibility of my subjection,) then I have

not subjected myself to the arbitrary will of a man, but to an unchangeable,

determined will, in fact, to the will of Reason in general, or to my own will, as that

will must be, if determined by the Conception of Rights; and unless my will is so

determined, I have no rights at all, as has been shown. Hence, far from losing my

rights by such subjection, I rather first obtain them through it, since only by this

subjection have I fulfilled the condition under which alone man obtains rights.

Although I am subject, I am subject only to my own will. (P. 152)

The mutual, voluntary subjection of conscious beings to this law creates "an

equilibrium of
rights"

(Fichte's counterpart to what Kant called the condition of

"coexistent
freedom").'5

This equilibrium of rights exists as the necessary pre

condition of the possibility of anyone's existence as a free, rational being. Out

side it, one has no rights at all. This equilibrium should not be mistaken for a

communally shared sense of good will. Free beings who participate in this

equilibrium of rights, he says, share "a common recognition, but nothing
more."

They recognize one another, voluntarily restricting their own external freedoms,

Fichte says, yet "they remain as isolated as
before"

(The Science of Rights, p.

126). That is, the community exists, and rights are conceived as sociable, but

only as a network of self-restrictions.

All the socializing activity that characterizes Fichte's community occurs at

the level of rights. The will itself is never fully absorbed into the community of

rights; in a very important sense, it remains as much outside the community as

does the will of Hobbes's natural man, who contracts with others only out of

self-interest. Formally, the community is no more than a haven within which

the individual will can freely exercise its own causal activity, restricted to its

own sphere, of course.

Fichte's deduction, he acknowledges, provides only for the external (i.e.,

formal) conditions of the concept of a community of free beings reciprocally
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conditioning one another. If it is to be a reasonable object of political action,

Fichte suggests, we must also satisfy the internal conditions of this community,

i.e, we must determine the practical motives that would make it a real possi

bility (The Science of Rights, p. 126). Fichte knows that no equilibrium of

rights ever occurs in or by nature. When left to their own contrivances, individ

uals inevitably trespass upon one another's rights, if only from carelessness (p.

193). Even if people were not careless, the possibility of an uncoerced commu

nity is precluded by the fact that "No one can know the inner sentiments of the
other"

(pp. 148, 145, 191). Ignorance of the intentions of others makes Hobbes

ian suspicion (and, hence, latent warfare) reasonable. The converse is equally

true. No one can prove his own sincerity to another, making the other's suspi

cion of oneself equally reasonable. Both inwardly and outwardly, we remain

strangers. Fichte does not for a moment accept Locke's claim that trust is possi

ble even in the natural
condition.16

Consequently, there is no reason why one

should have confidence that the law of freedom will serve as the irrevocable

rule of action for each member of the community. If a community is to be a

practical possibility, we must be able to guarantee that no member of the com

munity will ever violate the rights of another.

III. THE RIGHTS OF COMPULSION

Once again, Fichte agrees with Kant on the beginnings of a solution to this

problem. If persons are to become mutually self-limiting and trustworthy, it will

happen only through compulsion. That is, if rights exist only in and through

consciousness, then, to guarantee rights, we must control consciousness, with

out, of course, denying it its freedom. From the unavoidability of this conclu

sion Fichte derives the necessity of a right ofcompulsion
for all those who have

voluntarily placed themselves under the law of freedom. The right of compul

sion gives each a right to compel others to submit to the law of freedom, i.e., to

the law that requires us always to treat others as free beings.

The end of the law is to make a common intercourse of free beings possible. But

this is possible only if the person with whom I thus enter into a community has

subjected himself to this law, if he has resolved to respect my freedom or my

original rights. The law is not at all applicable, however, to a person who has not

subjected himself to it, since the end no longer exists for which I adopted that law.

Hence, although I have generally subjected myself to that law, I have not done so

in regard to the particular person, who, for his person, has not adopted it. ... I

have adopted it in general, and have not adopted it in this particular case. Because I

have adopted it in general, and have placed myself under the conception of Rights,

I act rightfully, and have, therefore, a Right; and because I do not adopt it in this

particular case, I have a right to
compel that other individual by attacking his

freedom and personality. My right is, therefore, a Right of
Compulsion:1
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Fichte's logic here is peculiar. If I have placed myself under the law that

requires us to respect the freedom of others, then I have the right to demand of

others who have placed themselves under the law that they recognize my rights.

But, because I have placed myself under the law in general, I have a right to

make the same demand of those who have not placed themselves under the law.

Either way, I have a right to compel others. The right of compulsion exists as a

necessary precondition of both my own freedom and the freedom of those

whom I compel, since it forces them into the community. If I am successful in

my effort to compel them, those others, having been compelled to submit to the

law of freedom, will thereby receive recognition from other members of the

community and, consequently, acquire rights. They will have been compelled to

be free.

The difficulty with the right of compulsion is that each is necessarily his

own judge whether another has violated his rights (The Science of Rights, p.

141). One's rightful exercise of the right of compulsion could conceivably (in

fact, would probably) be taken by the person on whom that right is exercised as

an unjustified attack on him and violation of his original
rights.18

Each is neces

sarily his own judge! And since just one hostile act on the part of another is

sufficient to justify one's suspicion that other hostile acts could follow, one

hostile act is enough to legitimize a maximum response. Fichte makes much the

same inference that was made over a century earlier by John Locke (cf. n. 1

below). Fichte explains:

One single unlawful act even after a series of lawful acts proves that the rule of

law is not his irrevocable rule of action, and that his previous lawful acts were

induced, not by respect for the law, but by other possible motives. It is this

inference which warrants the conclusion that no free being can in safety live

together with him, since safety can be grounded only upon the law. The person

whose original rights have been violated, thus becomes justified in completely

annihilating the freedom of the violator, and in canceling the possibility of ever

again coming into contact with him in the sensuous world. The right of compulsion

in so far is infinite, and has no limit at all. . . (The Science ofRights, pp. 143-44)

The right of compulsion, as Fichte conceives it, is infinite, containing within

it a right to cancel the possibility of ever again coming into contact with one's

nemesis in the sensuous world. Ironically, Fichte's description of the right of

compulsion makes it virtually indistinguishable from the right of nature that

thrusts the Hobbesian natural man irrevocably into a war of each against all,

especially since there is no objectively determinate way to establish in fact that

one's rights have been violated, and no way to know for sure that the other is

not harboring perhaps with justification the conviction that his rights have

been violated and that that justifies his own appeal to the right of compulsion.

According to Fichte, the only thing that would limit one's exercise of the right

of compulsion is the other's decision to repent and submit himself voluntarily
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to the law of freedom. It is highly improbable that this can happen, however,

since there is no way to verify his sincerity and no way to be sure that he does

not intend to renew his attack on the rights of his victim as soon as the oppor

tunity returns. Consequently, Fichte says, the right of compulsion is in contra

diction with
itself."

Its intent is to force another person to submit to the law, but

it is not possible to know if the attempt has been successful. If it has (i.e., if the

other has truly submitted to the law), any further exercise of the right of com

pulsion on him would be unlawful. Unfortunately, no one has any way of

knowing for sure if it has. Unavoidable ignorance of the intentions of others is

enough to entangle all people in an unresolvable contradiction. Fichte recog

nizes this dilemma, deriving from it the necessary conclusion that the mutual

liberation of the opposed parties is not possible unless they all have complete

and infallible knowledge of the whole future, i.e., of how all others will exer

cise their free activity. The only way such knowledge is possible is if all parties

place their entire power in the hands of a third party in whom they all trust,

transferring to him the right of deciding this dispute and all future disputes as

well (The Science ofRights, p. 148). This third party would, then, exercise the

right of compulsion for all the parties to any disputes. Because all the others are

compelled, we can know infallibly how they will act.

As reasonable as this contractual agreement seems, it is a mystery, nonethe

less, how the original transfer of right to a third party can come about without

presuming at the outset the very same trust that the transfer of right is supposed

to make possible. According to Fichte, it cannot happen without the benefit of a
"contrivance"

which operates "with mechanical necessity so as to cause each

lawless act to result in the very opposite it was intended to
produce"

(The

Science of Rights, pp. 194-95). The contrivance must operate as a system of

"springs and
wheels"

(p. 276), to "make the violation of the rights of the other a

violation of my own
rights"

(p. 198), in that way assuring the creation of a

common will and the external realization of
rights.20

It must be a contrivance

which does not depend on individuals acting from good will, since there is

nothing which assures us that any individual will ever exhibit a good will. In

fact, Fichte says, it must even cause the person who acts solely from a bad will

to want to avoid violating the rights of others no less that he labors to protect

his own rights against them. The contrivance that will do this, Fichte says, is to

be found in the Law of Compulsion itself by which all parties to the law would

agree to unite against anyone who violates the rights of any other.

Were the universal adoption of a Law of Compulsion merely an agreement

entered into by the individuals themselves, Fichte observes, it would still in

volve a contradiction. Whenever a situation would arise where the law was

applicable, i.e., when one person violated the rights of another, the law would

require the aggressor to repel his own attack or at least voluntarily
submit to his

own punishment. Either way, his actions would involve self-contradiction. Fur

thermore, were an aggressor willing to submit to punishment, Fichte says, he
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would need "an impossible confidence in the justice and wisdom of the
victim"

that the law of compulsion would not be applied excessively, since there is no

other judge than the victim to adjudicate the dispute (The Science ofRights, p.

201).

Obviously, establishing a law of compulsion (to support the establishment of

a third party who is empowered to judge disputes) is not possible without

a compulsory power by which "private and common will are synthetically
united,"

one that can punish those who violate the rights of others (The Science

ofRights, p. 206). To establish this compulsory power, Fichte says, each indi

vidual must, in effect, enter into three separate contracts: (1) each person must

contractually agree not to violate the property of any other person, and (2) each

must agree to assist in protecting everyone else's property (p. 218). One ac

quires the right to expect others to protect one's rights only on the condition

that one actually protects their rights in return. This mutual protection of rights

cannot be assured, however, unless (3) the contract into which the individuals

enter also provides for a "protective power, to which each member of the orga

nization must furnish his
contribution"

(p. 224). In effect, each must willingly

make himself an arm of the law. No one would do that, of course, if he thought

that the organization would turn its power against himself. Individuals can rea

sonably enter into this contract, however, Fichte explains, because "the concep

tion of the individual to be protected is ... an undetermined
conception."

This

is the real contrivance Fichte employs to rescue the reciprocal recognition of

rights. Each is able to "believe that the whole contrivance has been established

solely for his particular
benefit"

(The Science ofRights, p. 225). Every person

can believe that the entire agreement exists for his benefit because none can

know against whom the authority of the third party will be directed. The con

tract looks beneficial to a person and so he throws his support to it and con

tributes his powers enthusiastically to the punishment of violators because he

has no reason to suspect that he might one day be identified as one of its

violators and become one of the
punished.22

The result of the blissful ignorance generated by the indeterminacy inherent

in the generality of the contract is the creation of a common will. Fichte insists

that the common will "is not merely imaginary . . . but . . . actual; a Whole not

merely of all individuals, but of a
totality"

(The Science ofRights, pp. 224-25).

What was formerly a mere aggregate of individuals now exists as a Unity, a

common will, Fichte says, because of the indeterminacy of the agreement or,

better yet, because of the credulity of the people, their capacity for believing
that the indeterminacy of the contract is a guarantee of its benevolence.

Fichte's invocation of his contrivance recalls to mind an earlier contrivance,

the myth of metals in Plato's Republic, invoked by Socrates for very similar

reasons, with this difference: Socrates knew that the contrivance would not

work. Fichte's contrivance, it could be argued, has no greater chance of success

than Socrates'. There is no reason why the indeterminacy of the Law of Com-



Fichte's Deduction ofRights 215

pulsion would not be as likely to make everybody apprehensive and insecure as
it would be to create the politically unifying confidence that Fichte claims for

it. At the very least, each person will know that the only basis the compulsory

power has for judging disputes is the welfare of the whole. Beyond his concern

for the welfare of the whole, the judge has no interest in the interests of the

parties to a dispute. Any party to the contract would know that, were his con

demnation and punishment to benefit the whole, his innocence would not really

be a concern. The mere suspicion that innocent persons can suffer punishment

because it is in the interest of the whole community is enough to make obvious

the fact that no person would have any power to guarantee his own security

under this contract. Clearly, his innocence would not guarantee it. The neu

trality of the contract to the welfare of its separate citizens (i.e., its indeter

minacy) is, at the same time, an indifference to their welfare as individuals.

Nevertheless, Fichte, with far greater trust than Socrates had in man's ability to

believe fictions, makes this contrivance the real tie of the union (The Science of

Rights, p. 225). The doubtful possibility that each citizen could be made to

believe that the entire agreement exists for his benefit is made even more

doubtful by the additional requirement that each citizen "must become con

vinced that the subjection and unlawful treatment of one member of the state

will infallibly result in his own subjection and unlawful
treatment"

(p. 239).

This, designed to convince a miscreant that the rule of his own mischievous

conduct will at some future time be turned against him, must also work to

prevent his finding comfort in the indeterminacy of the law.

Fichte's calling upon the common will as the ground of civil association is

often taken as evidence of Rousseau's influence. Regardless of the functioning

of this common will, individuals are to remain omnipotent existential atoms.

Fichte, admittedly, implies that the common will is the equivalent of an organic

unity when he likens it to a tree whose existence and health depends on the

mutual dependency of its parts, where each and every part must necessarily

identify itself with the whole. By implication, each must also identify with the

well-being of the other parts on which the whole
depends.23

We should not be

misled by Fichte's rhetoric. When a tree dies, so too do the branches. Not so

with Fichte's common will and its members. The interests of the members of

the community remain united only by the contrived belief that their interests are

as dependent on the welfare of their community as the welfare of the branches

is on the health of the tree. Fichte believes he has found a way of making this

illusory unity believable by calling on the indeterminacy of the law as a way

to domesticate the private will without violating its freedom.

The product of the contractual agreement entered into by individual wills is

the state organization. With the appearance of the state, new changes take place.

"As soon as the government has been
established,"

Fichte says, "the people, as

a unity, cease to
exist"

(The Science ofRights, pp. 265, 256). They can have no

separate will as a People, i.e., no independent authority and right, so long as
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they are governed by an executive power or state government to whom that

authority has been transferred and in whom that authority resides. The people

reduces, once again, to an aggregate of individuals, now subject individually to

the government. The government considers each only as an individual and con

siders itself the sole expression of the common will. The dissolution of the

people (i.e., the common will) as a unit of political authority is the only way to

be sure that the common good and the private interests of the supreme power

remain unified. This is an important, Hobbesian provision, since we do not

want the people to overthrow their own government; they will destroy their

own rights in the process. As a practical precondition, to make sure that the

executive power does not acquire interests that conflict with the welfare of

common will, Fichte says that the executive power (the sovereign) must have

an independent and sufficient income (to make him less susceptible to bribery),

and few friends (to assure his impartiality). It is equally important, Fichte says,

that all the actions of the executive power receive the greatest publicity (public

exposure), to promote executive honesty (pp. 254-55).

Nevertheless, Fichte did not think independent wealth, few friends, and the

threat of public exposure would be sufficient safeguard against the possibility

of the misuse of executive power. He disagreed with Kant, too, "in his state

ment, that the division of legislative and executive power is sufficient to secure

the maintenance of rights in a
state"

(The Science of Rights, p. 23). Fichte,

clearly, had no confidence, as Kant appears to have had, in
"nature"

to trans

form despotisms into republics and no confidence in the power of republics to

protect rights. He believed that the rights of individuals can be preserved from

the possible abuse of executive power only if yet another special power is

established by the constitution; to supervise the conduct of the executive power

and hold it accountable (pp. 259, 243). This special power, referred to by Fichte

as the
"Ephorate,"

would have to have the power "to utterly suspend the admin

istration of law and the government in all its
branches"

were government dis

covered to have violated the rights of its
citizens.24

Fichte's Ephorate would have only an absolute prohibitory power. Its func

tion would be to suspend all government whenever the executive power has

given evidence of violating rights, and in that way to serve as an expression of

the common will. To assure the incorruptible functioning of the Ephorate,

Fichte considered it important that the individual members of the Ephorate be

elected, that they be very well paid (again, to be less susceptible to bribery),

and not dependent on government for their personal welfare. The least violence

against them would have to be regarded as high treason (The Science ofRights,

pp. 265-66). Given the powerless character of their situation and likelihood of

executive reprisals, it is not surprising that Fichte also recommended that none

but old and experienced men should be elected as Ephors, old enough, one

suspects, not to value added years of life too highly (p. 263).

Lacking any power of enforcement, the Ephorate would have power to pro-
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duce its suspension of government only by exposing its abuses through a public

announcement, an administrative fourth estate of sorts (The Science ofRights,

p. 260). A condemnatory announcement from the Ephorate would make all

subsequent acts of government illegal and would reduce all state officials to

mere private persons. The suspension of government would also imply a call

for a convention of the people. Presumably, the Ephorate's suspension of gov

ernment would have the effect of reconstituting the unity of people by re

awakening their desires to maintain their freedom and knowledge of their rights

(p. 273). Fichte assumes that, after the Ephorate's announcement, all those who

had received negative judgments from the government would refuse to recog

nize government authority anymore, and those who had received favorable

judgments from the government would suspect that they cannot rely on them.

Consequently, everybody would acknowledge the suspension. The citizens

would then assemble to judge one party the executive power or the Ephorate

who have raised accusations against the executive power guilty of high trea

son. According to Fichte, the vote of the people against government would have

to be unanimous. That is not much of a concern for Fichte, however, since he

assumes that any dissenting group would endorse the vote of the majority, mak

ing the vote technically unanimous. His assumption is anchored in the idea that,

were a minority to refuse to endorse the vote of the majority they would

thereby cease to be citizens of the state, would lose their rights as citizens, and,

consequently, unanimity would be obtained anyway (p. 269). It would not be

exceedingly difficult, then, to obtain a unanimous vote.

Were the people to disregard the Ephorate's charges and not convene, Fichte

says, that would be sufficient to prove either that the violation of rights has not

become sufficiently severe or that it never existed, thereby exonerating the ex

ecutive power. Fichte says that it could also indicate that the people themselves

are not yet fit to decide the dispute and, therefore, do not deserve any better

government. (He does not consider yet another possibility, that they could be

too oppressed to respond.)

Fichte was also concerned about what could be done were the executive

power to combine forces with the Ephorate to suppress the people. To prevent

this possibility, Fichte declared, the Ephorate must not have friendly or social

relations with the government and not be dependent upon the executive power.

The political independence of the Ephorate, Fichte thought, would be estab

lished by their being elected. Ephors, depending upon the electoral process,

would not want to lose the confidence of the people. But, he says, were it to

happen that the Ephorate collaborated with the executive power, then one or

more private persons would have to call upon the whole people to come to

gether in convention. This would amount to rebellion, of course. And, if the

actions of the private person were unsuccessful in rousing the people to action

and assembly, that would be enough to justify condemning him of high treason.

Fichte assures us, nevertheless, that the people will answer the revolutionary
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call of an individual, if the charges against the executive power are justified,

because "an unjust power is always weak, because it is
illogical."25

In the 1812 version of The Science of Rights, Fichte retracted his advocacy

of the Ephorate as a checking power on government because of its impractica

bility. "For, who shall again check the Ephorate, that it may not commence a

revolution for some reason or another, although the government has not vio

lated the law? Again: Will not the government having all power in its hands, try
to suppress the Ephorate at the very

start?"

(The Science of Rights, p. 284).

Fichte didn't deny the necessity of some such checking power, only that an

Ephorate could not provide it. Some checking power is needed to mediate the

rights of individuals and the power of the executive. In his retraction, Fichte

says that this checking power already exists wherever civilized people are

found, in the expression of public opinion which governments do not dare ig
nore. Fichte never found any solution to the problem other than this.

CONCLUSION

Fichte claims to have provided us with a deduction of the concept of rights

by working back to them as the transcendental preconditions of self-conscious

ness. Rights, he wants to show, are created and sustained by the relationship of

reciprocal recognition and mutual self-restriction, the relationship in which a

community of individuals voluntarily restrict their freedom so as not to violate

the spheres of freedom claimed by others.

No original rights exist prior to this act of mutual recognition, and, of

course, no rights can belong to any person outside this reciprocal relationship,

which is all Fichte means by "the
community."

Everything else in Fichte's

political philosophy is intended to support or augment this fundamental argu

ment.

There remain a couple of obvious ambiguities in Fichte's theory: rights are

made dependent on mutual recognition. When one person violates the rights of

another there is obviously no recognition, and where there is no recognition,

there are no rights. There is nothing to violate. Likewise rights and community

are reciprocally dependent. One cannot precede the other, and yet, each must

exist originally as the agent which brings the other into existence. Rights, medi

ated by the contract, create a community, and the community, through recipro

cal recognition, creates rights. Each precedes and preconditions the other, and

that is precisely what they cannot do.

Fichte, we have seen, escapes this circularity by bringing back the original

rights which he originally abandoned in order to escape the state-of-nature di

lemmas of Hobbes and Locke. But he brings them back only as fictions. This is

comparable, perhaps, to the more current anchoring of rights in
"rights-talk."

Fichte, then, appears to be in the awkward position of positing a community in
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which rights (the rights of reciprocal recognition) exist by building on the au

thority of original rights which do not.

One might argue that the ambiguities in Fichte's rights-theory are taken care

of by the fact that the rights the community creates through reciprocal recogni

tion are different than the original rights that precede the community. Original

rights are only fictional, invoked as a conceptual device which enables us to

initiate the act of recognition. Community, too, is only fictional, however (The

Science ofRights, p. 160). It, too, is an assumption, a necessary condition of the

transformation of original rights into the rights of reciprocal recognition. An

actual community can come into existence only with the establishment of a

system of enforcements, and that cannot occur without people working together

in a community relationship recognizing each
others'

rights. The problem for

Fichte, then, is determining how to maintain these fictions in the individual

consciousnesses of those who, by virtue of these fictions, are to constitute a

community.

When a community is created, individual rights, according to Fichte, are

never surrendered. Theoretically, the individual remains absolute, his rights ex

isting as an absolute and infinite liberty to do whatever he wills within his own

sphere of freedom, with no special concern for the rights of others except inso

far as his own rights are guaranteed by their
security.26

Since the original rights

of every individual (which, incidentally, are no less absolute and infinite for

being fictional) precede and provide the basis for community, and the commu

nity is the necessary prerequisite to the realization of rights (the rights of mu

tual recognition), it is, by implication, the absolute and infinite (i.e., original)

right of every individual to compel all others to enter into those community

relations under which alone their reciprocally generated rights can exist. This is

the Fichtean counterpart to Rousseau's declaration that, if necessary, we must

force people to be free, and is the way out of the dilemma that is created by the

fact that individual rights and community precede and precondition each other.

Fichte writes,

Now, since the Conception of Rights can not be realized except through a universal

commonwealth of all mankind, the right to realize it must always remain a right of

each individual; and it is this right to realize a true lawful relation between

mankind, which is the legal ground, why each individual, besides his particular

limited sphere in space selected as his exclusive possession, has a right to claim all

the rest of the world as a sphere of causality. (The Science ofRights, p. 218)

Absolute freedom of will authorizes each individual to exercise his right of

compulsion on the rest of the world in order to create a commonwealth in

which everybody can be free, if only because that is the only way that the

commonwealth can be brought about. By implication, it also authorizes every
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individual in the name of original rights to reject any compulsion exercised

against him as an unacceptable limitation of his freedom.

It should come as no surprise that Fichte claimed that the source of all the

evil states at his time was
"disorder."

He believed that disorder could be re

lieved and freedom restored, in part, through laws giving police the right (or

power) to "know pretty well where each citizen is, and what he does at every

hour of the
day,"

the power to prevent citizens from assembling in homes,

streets, market-places, etc., even the power to prevent citizens from walking the

streets at night without a light, since under the cover of darkness it is easier to

violate someone's right (The Science ofRights, p. 386). These conclusions have

caused many of Fichte's readers to associate the theory found in his Science of

Rights with the philosophical foundations of the Reign of Terror (1793-94) in

which the French Revolution eventually culminated, and with its self-destruc

tive overthrow of all authority structures, including its own, all in the interest of

securing collectively defined individual
freedom.27

Fichte himself enthusi

astically defended the underlying principles of the revolution, the overthrow of

feudal monarchy, and, most importantly, the radical transformation of political

philosophy that accompanied it.

So, individual rights, in Fichte's theory, are simultaneously (1) absolute

(within a community) and (2) subject to the transcendental preconditions of

reciprocal recognition. The conditions of reciprocity (reciprocal recognition)

that govern rights make the guarantee of rights dependent on the control of

consciousness. The problem which Fichte never resolves, and hence the prob

lem facing rights-theory after him, was to determine how the guaranteed exis

tence of individual rights is to be reconciled with i.e., kept from being
eradicated by its own transcendental

preconditions.28
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Postmodern Platos offers a comparative philosophical-political analysis of

Gadamer, Strauss, and Derrida in terms of their Platonic studies and those of

Nietzsche and Heidegger. Thus the thesis of this book is that the study of Plato

provides a touchstone whereby we may come to grips with contemporary

thought in its hermeneutical, Straussian, and deconstructive tendencies respec

tively. This thesis is attractive because, as Professor Zuckert sets out to show,

Plato may plausibly be viewed as a primary interlocutor for each of these

thinkers, directly or indirectly, in their own ways. The study entails two claims.

One is that turning, or returning, to Plato was important if not fundamental to

each of these thinkers. The other is that their studies of Plato provide a common

ground from which these several thinkers may be compared and contrasted

among each other. How do their differing emphases on Plato, and various Pla

tonic studies, affect and/or reflect their thinking and the differences among

them.

As an organizing principle, a study of the study the Rezeptionsgeschichte

of Plato is not only attractive but also daunting, and leads in many directions.

This is a book of wide-ranging erudition whose arguments are backed up with

numerous references to contemporary scholarly literature. It is a book that ex

plains positions, takes sides, and comes to conclusions.

The positions it explains, endorses, and rejects are intellectually complex. In

the end, however, for me Postmodern Platos was an unsatisfying book. I am not

persuaded that Zuckert's premise has worked. It seems to me that the first

difficulty with her comparative approach to philosophical analysis is that the

attempt to find common ground in various Plato studies can only work to the

extent that those studies prove to be commensurable, both in regard to Plato and

to the effect of Plato on the different
thinkers'

thinking. To find such comrnen-

surability may be possible,
but at the least it is a major challenge. Zuckert argues

interpretation, Winter 1998, Vol. 25, No. 2
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in terms of comparison and contrast, and I am not always persuaded that her

comparisons are meaningful and her contrasts telling.

In part my hesitation about the thesis of Postmodern Platos has to do with

the fact that what lend themselves to comparison are positions. Zuckert depicts

Gadamer, Derrida, and Strauss as all taking such-and-such positions that agree

or contrast with each other with regard to Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Plato.

Moreover, Zuckert champions a position of her own that is clearly
"Straussian"

in terms of both perspective and partisanship: She judges hermeneutics and

deconstruction in terms of their compatibility with Strauss in regard to such

issues as the relationship of philosophy and politics, the ancients and the mod

erns, and the heterogeneity of the whole. To have an identifiable approach to

thinking is not in itself objectionable, but in Postmodern Platos I think that

Zuckert's allegiance to a particular perspective or
"school"

leads her to dog
matic treatment despite the book's fluid style of argumentation. It seems to me

that Zuckert has not taken sufficiently seriously the insight, which she herself

stresses as early as page three, that philosophy is not reducible to a series of

propositions. In her account that insight becomes another point of doctrine,

another proposition that constitutes a position with which the various thinkers

agree or disagree. I will discuss this doctrinaire tendency in more detail in the

context of Zuckert's treatment of Gadamer.

I have another reservation about this book. In my opinion, the most promi

nent of her concluding positions is wrong. This position may be simply stated:

Because Derrida and Strauss have a common belief in the heterogeneity of the

whole, they share a realistic view of human, and consequently political, limita

tion that sets them apart from Gadamer, who bridges the gap between philoso

phy and politics in a facile way. In short, Derridean deconstruction, in Zuckert's

analysis, is philosophically more profound, and closer to Straussian thought,

than Gadamerian hermeneutics. This is by no means the only conclusion, and

certainly does not reflect the only focus, of this remarkably ambitious and com

prehensive project. It is a conclusion that Zuckert emphasizes, however, and it

is likely to be the most influential conclusion of her study because it directs the

interest of Straussians away from hermeneutics and towards deconstruction.

Indeed, Zuckert goes out of her way to single out Gadamer for disapproval. In

her book he is the weakest of the lot:

Because they argue that there is an irreducible conflict at the heart of things,

Nietzsche, Heidegger, Strauss, and Derrida all provide more adequate accounts

[than Gadamer] of the reasons human beings will never possess knowledge of the

whole and why we will therefore continue to disagree and fight. (P. 270)

Because I believe this position is not only wrong but also intellectually and

politically deleterious, the bulk of this review will be directed toward refuting

it. With apologies for a certain one-sidedness of focus and critique, I will begin
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with a comment about Zuckert's discussion of Heidegger and then move to her

treatment of Gadamer. I will pass over her analysis of Nietzsche's Plato, which

stresses, correctly I think, the fact that Nietzsche's concern is not to study the

Platonic dialogues but to engage in a contest with Plato (p. 22). All of the other

thinkers in Postmodern Platos address the dialogues hermeneutically. Conse

quently, it seems to me that Zuckert is on solid ground when she points to the

influence not so much of Nietzsche's interpretation of Plato as of Heidegger's

confrontation with Nietzsche (p. 31). About Derrida, of whom I know little, I

will say little; and about Strauss, I will only claim what I can document in

context of his disagreement with Gadamer.

Before turning to specific issues, I must mention a final problem. All too

often I found Zuckert's endnotes unhelpful. Many of us, certainly including

myself, tend to use scholarly notes as much for protection as elucidation, and it

would be churlish of me to criticize Zuckert on such grounds. Nor do I wish to

be overly pedantic about the use of notes. Yet at times her notes struck me as

almost obfuscatory.

HOW DID PLATO INSPIRE HEIDEGGER?

One prominent place where I experienced this problem was the beginning of

Zuckert's discussion of Heidegger. The first paragraph of her second chapter

sets up the issue as follows:

Nietzsche was correct, Heidegger thought, when he declared not only that Western

philosophy was fundamentally Platonism but also that this
"metaphysical"

tradition

had come to an end. However, in responding to the nihilistic consequences of the

end of philosophy by trying to reverse and, then, to overcome Platonism entirely,

Nietzsche had maintained the same basic intellectual structure. In order truly to

begin again, it was necessary to think the origin through more
"originally."

Each

new stage of Heidegger's own thought thus began with a rereading of Plato. (P. 33)

This is a highly original and provocative interpretation, tying the essential de

velopment of Heidegger's own thought to his returns to Plato. How many such

returns were there? Three, Zuckert explains in note 4, placed at the end of this

paragraph. That note reads in full:

Following Otto Poggeler, Philosophie und Politik bei Heidegger (Freiburg: Alber,

1972) and The Path ofMartin Heidegger's Thought (Atlantic Highlands:

Humanities International Press, 1987), I divide Heidegger's thought into three

periods. The way in which Heidegger began each new stage of his thought with a

rereading of Plato has become clear only with the publication of his lectures. The

lectures he gave on Plato's Sophist just before he wrote Being and Time were

published in his Gesamtausgabe, Band 19 (1992); those he gave on the Republic
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and the Theatetus in a course Worn Wesen der Wahrheit in 1931 in GA, Band 34

(1988); the course he gave on Parmenides in 1942-43 (which included a lengthy

discussion of the myth of Er) in GA, Band 54 (1982), trans. Andre Schuwer and

Richard Rocewicz (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992). For a useful

summary of Heidegger's statements on Plato, see Alain Boutot, Heidegger et Platon

(Paris: Presses Universitaires, 1987). (P. 284)

The importance of this note is that it establishes Zuckert's justification for

her argument that returning to Plato was fundamental to Heidegger's thought.

This is a bold thesis. Even the tripartite division is unconventional, Heidegger

being usually divided into
"earlier"

and
"later,"

separated by the
"Turn"

or

Kehre. Her reference to two major books without any further specification is

not entirely helpful. I have checked one of those references, Martin Heidegger's

Path of Thinking, and found that Poggeler does speak of new beginnings, al

though he ties them to the Presocratics and
Holderlin.'

That he provides a tri

partite division of Heidegger's thought is not obvious, and more specific

reference is necessary. I could find nothing about returning to Plato.

Of course, Zuckert doesn't claim that Poggeler traces Heidegger's "new be
ginnings"

to Plato. She only grounds the general idea of a tripartite division on

Poggeler. She seems to base Heidegger's returns to Plato on the three recently

published lectures. However, merely to point to three Platonic studies is not to

make the case that each marks a fresh return to Plato at crucial turning points in

Heidegger's thought (a case that Zuckert also does not attempt to make in the

course of her chapter). Poggeler notes in the book just cited that Heidegger

began work on Plato in the 1930-31 period that was only published in 1942,

which indicates that Heidegger's studies of Plato are characterized more by

continuity than "new
beginnings"

(p. 79). Moreover, the first part of the Sophist

lecture was on Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics (Heidegger famously looked at

Plato through Aristotle's eyes), and his lectures entitled Parmenides, while in

deed including, as Zuckert avers, a discussion of the myth of Er, concerned the

Presocratic Parmenides, not the Platonic dialogue Parmenides; I am unaware of

any substantive reason to single out the Platonic references as she
does.2

Even

in these lectures, not to speak of his corpus as a whole, Heidegger arguably

scanted Plato. This renders Zuckert's division of Heidegger's thought into Pla-

tonically inspired "new
beginnings"

dubious at best. Is she actually claiming

these lectures as its basis? So far the note has not provided the argument or

evidence we need, and all that is left is a reference, again totally general, to a

book by Alain Boutot on Heidegger and Plato. Zuckert only claims that this

book provides a "useful
summary,"

not that it buttresses her thesis. In fact

Boutot not only makes no claims in his book about Heideggerian
"returns"

to

Plato, but spends the first chapter commenting on Heidegger's remarkable lack

of interest in Plato compared with other major philosophical
figures.3

I agree
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that it seems to be a worthy book, but have no idea how it constitutes, or where

it contains, the "useful
summary"

to which Zuckert refers.

But I am being captious: of course the latter reference is merely informa

tional. My point is that the note fails to add up to a coherent whole that does

the job one might reasonably expect it to do, even though its disparate parts

may have validity on their own. In my view, this makes Zuckert's thesis about

Heidegger's returns to Plato and their import for his thought less attractive. In a

conference paper that constituted an earlier version of this chapter, Zuckert

spoke in this endnote of dividing Heidegger's thought into "three basic
periods"

(emphasis added); while taking out the adjective for the book softens her claim,

it does not begin to solve my difficulties with the
note.4

This returns us to the issue of Zuckert's use of Platonic studies as a common

denominator. This organizing principle creates a need to focus on aspects of

Plato these thinkers are concerned with in common, and it is possible that some

of those aspects are not as intrinsically important to one thinker as to another.

This, I think, is also true of Zuckert's general claim about Plato and Heidegger:

She wants Plato to be central to Heidegger. Actually, however, he is not, except

in his well-known role as the villain in Heidegger's history of the forgetfulness

of Being, which is a separate
issue.5

Therefore Zuckert creates a theoretical

Procrustean bed of Platonic inspiration, into which Heidegger is ushered with

not exactly a false, but certainly a misleading scholarly note.

ZUCKERT'S CRITIQUE OF GADAMER

I turn now to the part of Postmodern Platos that most disturbs me, Zuckert's

attack on Gadamer. The main line of Zuckert's argument may be summarized as

follows. Her understanding is that Gadamer insists on the fundamental continu

ity or homogeneity of the whole, through the mediation of the Christian
"word"

or Greek logos. Gadamer's dialectic permits a synthesis, denied by Strauss,

"between human being and nature or human being and
god"

(p. 261). This

means that in principle philosophy provides a stable basis for a "truly human
community"

(p. 257), and all conflict is resolvable in the progress of history. At

the end of her chapter on "Gadamer's
Path,"

Zuckert concludes that quite sim

ply, "Gadamer is fundamentally a
liberal"

(p. 103). The particular liberal weak

ness with which Zuckert charges Gadamer is that he entirely fails to explain

human conflict and war:

The problem with Gadamerian hermeneutics, both Strauss and Derrida point out in

different ways, is that it does not take account of the enduring conflict and

irrationality we encounter in the world. According to Gadamer, everything can in

principle be articulated, that is, there is nothing in itself or necessarily alogos.

According to Gadamer, all "horizons"or understandings can in principle be fused;
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there are no unbridgeable rifts or differences. If Gadamer were correct, wars would

not be necessary. They would merely be products of historical misunderstandings

that can, in principle, be overcome. (P. 270)

This critique of Gadamer turns on his concept of "fusion of
horizons."

Thus

Zuckert is sympathetic to Derrida's objections to "rationalizing the
world,"

which is what she sees Gadamer as doing, and agrees with Derrida's well-

known attack on Gadamer:

Does not the 'good
will'

presupposed by the attempt to come to a mutual

understanding, agreement, or 'fusion of
horizons'

reveal a form of will, indeed will

to power, [Derrida] asks Gadamer. (P.
264)6

In Zuckert's interpretation the "fusion of
horizons"

is, in short, both central to

Gadamer's hermeneutical thought and profoundly mistaken. It "covers over the

fundamental
differences"

(p. 267). As is appropriate to the organizing principle

of her study, Zuckert traces this critical error directly to Gadamer's reading of

Plato:

Plato did not explicitly articulate an historical account of human understanding. But,

Gadamer thought, read in light of the "indirect
tradition,"

Plato's dialogues provided

an ontological and epistemological foundation for his own doctrine of the fusion of

horizons by showing the arithmological relation of all the differentiated parts to an

indeterminate, ever expanding whole. (P. 100)

In focusing on the concept of the "fusion of
horizons"

as Gadamer's central

philosophical misstep, Zuckert is developing a criticism that was mentioned by
Strauss.7

1 think that she is misreading this concept, as Gadamer thought Strauss

was doing (CSG, p. 9). The heart of the matter, if I am right, is that Zuckert

confuses or conflates phenomenological description and metaphysical doctrine.

Here, I submit, her previously mentioned doctrinal tendency leads her insensi

bly to error. "Fusion of
horizons"

is not meant to support a theory in the sense

of a doctrine of continuity or universal communication. It is meant as a phe

nomenological description of the kind of connection that experientially takes

place when we understand something. In Heideggerian terms, it describes the

"event of
truth"

in its occurrence or
"happening."

Thus it emphatically does not

entail that to Gadamer wars are mere
"misunderstandings"

that could be elimi

nated with a healthy dose of sweet reason.

In fact Gadamer addresses the question of war directly:

In the kind of being whose needs and goals have become complex and even

contradictory, there is a need for enlightened choice, just deliberation, and right

subordination under common ends. . . . [T]he stabilization of norms of conduct . .

arises out of the background of a fundamental instability of human nature unique in
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the realm of nature. Its most mysterious expression is the phenomenon of war,

which has stirred the particular interest of contemporary ethnology and prehistory. It

seems to be the strangest discovery of this twisted nature called man, and it appears

to be a contradiction within nature itself to have produced a type of being that can

turn against itself in such a way that in a planned and organized fashion, it attacks,

destroys, or maims fellow members of its own species.8

Thus any "stable
basis"

that philosophy, or rational thinking, can provide for

human community is on a foundation of what could be termed the "natural
instability"

of human beings a foundation, that is, of the limits of logos up

against human
"nature."

I find here as elsewhere in Gadamer the keenest sense

of human limitation, of a finitude no less intrinsic to his thinking than to that of

Heidegger or, for that matter, Strauss or Derrida.

Zuckert's claim that Gadamer homogenizes the whole to the point of media

tion or synthesis between man and god by way of language, reasoning, or

logos and hence, conceptual thought (see p. 16) strikes me as wrong. To

mention only one place where Gadamer contradicts this view, in a rather short

interview about Strauss published in Interpretation he points no less than three

times to the limitations of conceptual thought: first, that the divine cannot be

conceived; second, that art presents a claim to truth that is beyond conceptual

thinking; and third, that it is impossible to conceptualize the idea of the
good.9

How then can one criticize Gadamer for effecting a
"synthesis"

between "man

and
god"

that is untrue to the insight into human finitude?

Positions are answers, and Zuckert's overriding concern with positions has

led her, I believe, to ignore the central role of questions, rather than answers, in

Gadamer's hermeneutics. I say this in full awareness of her statement that

"Gadamer remains true to Heidegger in emphasizing the priority of the question

(as opposed to the answer or
doctrine)"

(p. 83). But a
"synthesis"

which is a

kind of position constitutes an answer. Zuckert convicts Gadamer of dogma

tism, it seems to me, by virtue of dogmatizing him first. To recognize that

somebody says something about their thinking is not the same as recognizing

that something in their thought. Postmodern Platos actually contains a fairly

lengthy discussion of dogmatic philosophy (pp. 116 ff.), but that is in context of

explaining how Strauss transcended the problem and certainly does not provide

any prophylactic for Zuckert's own argument.

Perhaps I am wrong. It is possible to persuade me of the error of my views

on such matters with textual analysis. Zuckert takes her bearings from Gad

amer's well-known view that "Being that can be understood is
language"

(quoted at p. 94, her emphasis). She explains:

Language is not merely the
'house'

of Being, as Heidegger had maintained; it is not

merely the structure in which intelligible existence becomes manifest and is

preserved by means of a
'sheltering'

limitation [note 63]. Language itself is the
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medium as well as the locus of intelligible existence [note 64]. There is no

mysterious source or ground that is in itself unintelligible [note 65].

To say that language is the locus of all intelligibility is to see that all

intelligibility is essentially historical. That is to say not only that what is intelligible,

the worlds in which human beings live, continually and gradually change over time,

but also that this intelligibility is always limited or finite.

In disagreeing with Heidegger about language, Gadamer thus necessarily

disagrees with his mentor about the character and meaning of history. . . . (Pp.

94-95)

Let us stop here and ask what we have learned about this putative disagreement

between Gadamer and Heidegger over language. I for one am not sure. Does

Heidegger deny that "all intelligibility is essentially historical"? His concept of

the discontinuous "epochs of
Being,"

to which Zuckert refers elsewhere, would

seem to argue the opposite. What about this word "essentially"? Does this mean

that Gadamer's
"historicism"

precludes the possibility of transhistorical under

standing? Zuckert herself denies that. Indeed, her critique of Gadamer for find

ing continuity where Heidegger saw the more fundamental role of discontinuity

implies, if anything, the opposite. Nor is it clear, at least to this reader, what

Zuckert means by maintaining that whereas language for Heidegger is a "struc
ture"

and
"limitation,"

for Gadamer it is a
"medium"

and
"locus."

I turn to the

notes for elucidation. Note 63 cites a scholar of Gadamer who noted the sim

ilarity between Gadamer and Heidegger on language and criticizes that scholar

for failing to note the difference as
well.10

Note 64 offers a speculation by
Zuckert that Heidegger would have wanted to criticize Gadamer for subjectiviz-

ing language, then refutes that speculative criticism by pointing to the similarity
in their views of language as conversation. In Heidegger's case, she mentions,

this view was developed by way of Holderlin. She doesn't mention that this

exact point about conversation, including the reference to Heidegger's use of

Holderlin, is clearly made on the cited page of the work that she has criticized

in the previous note.

Note 65, however, promises some light. This is the reference for her state

ment that to Gadamer "there is no mysterious source or ground that is itself
unintelligible."

Note 65 consists of a quotation from Gadamer to the effect that

his thinking, like Heidegger's, was based upon finitude and followed the later

Heidegger's
"turn,"

albeit in a direction inspired by the Platonic dialogues

rather than Holderlin's poetic mythos. In citing this as evidence of a crucial

theoretical or doctrinal difference between Gadamer and Heidegger, Zuckert

disregards Gadamer's statement later in the same paragraph that his different
"direction"

nonetheless "corresponded with the intention ofHeidegger's thought

to the degree that he knew himself to be unterwegs zur
Sprache"

(the title of a

major and well-known work of the later Heidegger)." If we decline to disregard

that clarification, it seems to me much more plausible to interpret Gadamer's
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statement as referring not to the supposed intelligibility of the whole, but to the
"translation"

of Heidegger into a "more academic
medium"

that was, as Gad

amer agrees with Strauss, his purpose (CSG, p. 8).

Thus, while on first reading the note might seem to support (if not to eluci

date) her argument, looked at more carefully, it does not. Not that her overall

argument, whatever it is, is thereby refuted; this is a long book, and I have no

doubt that Zuckert could point to other passages in support. This particular

passage, however, has not helped, and the slippery argument and even more

slippery use of notes further illustrates my difficulties with the scholarly appa

ratus of Postmodern Platos.

The issue of continuity in Gadamer is complex, however, and Zuckert has

backing in the literature for taking Gadamer to task for papering over the funda

mental differences. Robert Bernasconi, in a well-known article that she cites,

makes that case from a point of view sympathetic to Derridean deconstruction.

Bemasconi's argument is beyond the scope of this review and I have addressed

it
elsewhere.'2

What I find noteworthy in the present context is the fact that

Strauss is animated by an identical concern. Where Zuckert would put Strauss

with Derrida and Heidegger, one might more plausibly put Strauss with Gad

amer against Derrida and Heidegger: Strauss no less than Gadamer took the

issue of historical and philosophical continuity to be central. But Strauss did not

call the problem by that name. He called it "radical
historicism."

As Zuckert

points out:

On 26 June 1950, [Strauss] wrote to Kojeve: "I have once again been dealing with

historicism, that is to say, with Heidegger, the only radical historicist, and I believe

I see some
light."

(P. 308, note 7)

This light necessarily permits the continuity of meaning through time and

across cultures. Zuckert makes much of Strauss's agreement with Heidegger,

against Gadamer, that the crisis of our times is unprecedented and requires

radically new thinking (p. 104). But in fact for Strauss that crisis leads precisely

to the return to Plato celebrated in Postmodern Platos, and his affirmation of

the ability to make transhistorical judgments of right and wrong is emphatically

shared by
Gadamer.13

Thus Strauss's recognition of crisis, although indeed

shared with Heidegger, leads him not to "radical
historicism,"

but towards the

affirmation of continuity in meaning. Regardless of any theoretical disagree

ments about hermeneutics, this common project decisively unites Strauss and

Gadamer against the loss of meaning in deconstructionist postmodernity.

Zuckert does bring up this fundamental criticism of Derridean thought (p. 263).

Yet she fails, it seems to me, to take proper account of it in her choice of

Derrida over Gadamer vis-a-vis Strauss.

Moreover, I have a problem with Zuckert's view of Gadamer on Plato. In

order to find the common ground in Plato, Zuckert has focused on certain
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Platonic dialogues, specifically the Republic, to the exclusion of others, because

that was the focus of Strauss. But this leads her astray in regard to Gadamer,

whose work on the Republic is contained only in two early
essays.14

Although

she also relies on another essay, "Plato's Unwritten
Dialectic"

(ibid., pp. 124-

55), she does little more than mention (p. 72), and certainly does not feature in

her analysis, Gadamer's much more prominent Platonic studies, specifically of

the Philebus, that provide the real basis for his thinking.

Moreover, even within her selective focus I had difficulties. I offer the fol

lowing as a final example of my problems with the scholarly apparatus of

Postmodern Platos. Zuckert explains what she perceives to be a fundamental

contrast between Strauss and Gadamer as follows:

Under the influence of his teacher Heidegger, Gadamer began insisting in the 1920s

that Socratic philosophy depicted in the Platonic dialogues constitutes a way of life,

not merely the last step in the acquisition of knowledge or science. In direct

opposition to Heidegger, however, Gadamer argued, like Nietzsche, that this way of

life was essentially moral. In contrast to Nietzsche, however, Gadamer regarded the

"noble
lie"

as merely one of the indications that the description of the "city in
speech"

was not intended to constitute a blueprint or program to be literally

instituted, [note 65] Gadamer did not, in other words, make the relation between

truth-seeking and morality or politics a central concern the way his acquaintance

Strauss did. (P. 31)

I am not sure how the last sentence puts the previous argument into "other

words."

Here we have a concrete point of reference, however, where I can see

for myself what Gadamer says about the Platonic noble lie, compare the text

with what Zuckert says about what Gadamer says about the Platonic noble lie,

and decide whether I agree that it provides evidence for her conclusion about

the difference between Gadamer and Strauss.

Note 65 (p. 283) consists of a reference to the 1941 Gadamer essay "Plato's

Educational
State"

the whole essay. Turning to this essay, I find to the con

trary of Zuckert's claim, that the connection between philosophy and morality

or politics is central to Gadamer's analysis:.

we know that [Plato's] entire life's work is rooted in the conclusion to which he

came, that there is an indissoluble tie between political and philosophical activity.

Thus like any other of Plato's writings, the Republic belongs not only to his

philosophical but also to his political life, and its special character must be defined

starting with that fact. ("Plato's Educational
State,"

p. 73)

And again:

Only justice can bring about a solid and enduring state and only he who is a friend

to himself is able to win the solid friendship of others. These two statements

contain the whole of Plato's political philosophy. They establish the essential
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connection between state and soul, on the one hand, and politics and philosophy, on

the other.

Now, I am willing to admit that these two particular quotations leave open the

possibility that Gadamer makes, or finds in Plato, too simple or too smooth a

connection between "truth-seeking and morality or
politics,"

which, as we have

seen, Zuckert elsewhere contends. But I do believe that they constitute evidence

of a genuine concern with the relation in question, for this is not a place where

Gadamer takes issue with Plato.

But what about the "noble lie"? It is perfectly plausible that Gadamer would

discuss the noble lie in terms of the impracticality of Plato's educational state,

as Zuckert asserts. I doubt that such a discussion would constitute evidence for

her conclusion that Gadamer is not as concerned with the relation of philosophy

and the city as was Strauss, but remain open to the possibility. But where is the

discussion? I read, and reread, "Plato's Educational
State"

while looking for

any mention of anything even remotely resembling the noble lie and found

nothing. The word
"lie"

(Luge) does not even appear in this essay. Very well, I

said to myself, let me not be pedantic. It only stands to reason that Gadamer

would write about the noble lie somewhere Zuckert has merely shown herself

mortal, and confused citations. I decided to hunt this reference down. I turned

to the ace up my sleeve, an electronic copy of Gadamer's Gesammelte Werke,

and looked up every occurrence of Luge and compound words containing
Liige.'5

In the Gesammelte Werke, lies are discussed in eleven essays, in con

texts including art, Odysseus, Nietzsche, and semantics but, amazingly

enough, there is no treatment of the Platonic noble lie at all. Yet Zuckert repeats

the point later on, with greater emphasis:

Unlike Gadamer, who takes the explicitly unrealizable character of the educational

prescriptions, especially the "noble
lie"

in which they culminate, simply as evidence

that Socrates is not putting forth a practical program, Strauss thinks the content of

the prescribed education is instructive. (P. 150, emphasis added)

So again Gadamer is unmasked as superficial. But where is the evidence? I do

not wish to make too hasty a judgment here. Perhaps there is alternate terminol

ogy that led my word search to fail. Perhaps I overlooked the relevant passage

or passages in "Plato's Educational
State."

At the least, however, this experi

ence points to a genuine need for more accurate references.

Let me turn now to the text of the Strauss-Gadamer debate, not for the

purpose of attacking Postmodern Platos any further, but to provide an alterna

tive analysis. Zuckert quotes Strauss's observation in his correspondence with

Gadamer that from a common starting point he and Gadamer have gone in

opposite different directions (p. 105). For Zuckert this is clearly the end of the

matter: If Strauss says he has gone in the opposite way from Gadamer, he has

gone the opposite way from Gadamer. She does not even mention the fact that
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Gadamer strongly disagrees with Strauss's conclusion. This in itself shows the

extent to which Zuckert's perspective is dogmatically
"Straussian."

She takes

no account of the fact that Gadamer spells out his view of their areas of agree

ment and disagreement in considerable detail, both in the correspondence to

which she refers and in a supplement to Truth and Method that was published

some four years later with direct reference to the issues of that correspondence.

(TM, pp. 532-41). It is strange that, while Strauss's part of this correspondence

is prominently featured in Postmodern Platos, Gadamer's is so completely ig
nored. Yet Gadamer answered Strauss point by point, and has described his

extended response as a
"challenge"

for Strauss to engage in further dialogue

with him. ("Gadamer on
Strauss,"

p. 8). Strauss chose not to do so, for which

he may have had good reasonshe did describe his first letter to Gadamer,

after all, as "not more than a first
reaction"

(CSG, p. 5). In context of the

comparative study in Postmodern Platos, however, Zuckert's failure to consider

Gadamer's side of this debate with Strauss constitutes, in effect, a choice of

doctrinal disputation over dialogue

STRAUSS'S CRITIQUE OF GADAMER

To analyze the Strauss-Gadamer debate, I will focus first on Strauss's cri

tique of Gadamer in their correspondence, then turn to Gadamer's reply, and

conclude with my own interpretation of their intellectual relationship, which is

that in the end they are very close indeed, perhaps even closer than Gadamer

indicates. Certainly they are much closer one is tempted to say radically

closer than one would gather from Postmodern Platos.

As Zuckert points out (p. 91), Gadamer subscribes to the Heideggerian her

meneutical principle that to understand an author is necessarily to understand

him differently from the way he understands himself. Strauss, famously, repudi

ates this principle. A cornerstone of the Straussian approach to philosophical

scholarship is that the goal of textual interpretation is to understand an author as

he understood himself. How, Strauss asks, can one judge an author without first

understanding what he intended to say? The point seems self-evidently logical:

How can one affirm that one understands an author in any way differently from

how the author understood himself, except on the basis of having first under

stood him the same way?

Strauss argues against Gadamer that the best interpretation is the most purely
"ministerial"

one, reproducing what an author intended to say as opposed to

reflecting opinions of the interpreter, which means that the interpreter should be

essentially subservient to the text rather than aspiring to any sort of creativity

(CSG, p. 6). To the extent that an interpreter reflects a different understanding
than the author's own, then, he falls short of the goal. The goal of all inter

preters, regardless of the variety of their historical circumstances and starting
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points, is to reach one and the same
"plateau"

of understanding. Strauss grants

that in studying the great works of the past he has never reached that plateau, so

that there always has "remained in the text something of the utmost importance

which I did not
understand,"

but he argues that this does not rule out the logical

possibility of achieving an "adequate or
complete"

understanding (ibid.). For

Gadamer to argue as he does that in some way the fact of human finitude

precludes this possibility is, Strauss believes, mistaken. The mistake is not only

Gadamer's; it is inherent in
"historicism,"

which cannot allow for an adequate

understanding because of its denial of the possibility of understanding an author

as he understood
himself.16

Strauss sees only two choices: to understand an

author as he understood himself, or to understand him historically, which im

plies that one understands an author
"better"

than he understood himself even if

the only claim is to understand him
"differently."

Strauss is clear about this

point:

historicism is the belief that the historicist approach is superior to the non-

historical approach, but practically the whole thought of the past was radically
"unhistorical."

Historicism is therefore compelled, by its principle, to attempt to

understand the philosophy of the past better than it understood itself. (P. 68)

As Zuckert stresses (pp. 104, 256), according to Strauss all forms of "histori
cism"

including Gadamer's require the assumption of an absolute moment of

time in
history.17

This "absolute
moment"

occurs when the meaning of history
becomes transparent. The difference arises that, whereas for the Hegelian his

toricist such meaning is philosophical fulfillment in absolute knowledge, for a

"radical
historicist"

(which here includes Gadamer) it is "the moment in which

the insoluble character of the fundamental riddle has become fully
manifest"

(Natural Right and History, p. 29), which is a "negatively absolute
situation"

(CSG, p. 7). With specific reference to Truth andMethod, Strauss accuses Gad

amer of taking for granted the relativity of all values (at TM, p. 58) and all

world-views (at TM, p. 447), an historicist insight that is taken to be final and

therefore exposed to what Strauss considers the telling objection of self-refuta

tion: It cannot be an absolute truth that there are no absolute truths because that

would mean that there is at least one absolute truth. Strauss believes that Gad

amer admits to holding this position, if not to the attendant difficulties, by

speaking of "the completed
experience"

(at TM, p. 320; translated in the Second

Revised Edition as "perfectly experienced"). This means to Strauss that "in the

decisive respect experience has come to its
end"

with the historicist insight

(CSG, p. 7).

Strauss judges the basis of these difficulties to be Gadamer's overall ap

proach to a text. He argues that Gadamer starts not from what presents itself

first to the reader i.e., the text itself but rather from the abstract point of

view of a hermeneutical theory that moves "from certain false theories and their
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criticism, to what is first in itself (CSG, p. 6). Strauss would oppose to this sort

of universal theory what he regards as "the irretrievably
'occasional'

character

of every worthwhile
interpretation"

(CSG, pp. 5-6). He finds himself at a

"great
disadvantage"

in that he has been unable to formulate such a "compre

hensive
doctrine"

as Gadamer's a doctrine that is "to a considerable extent a

translation of Heidegger's questions, analyses and hints into a more academic

medium."

As Zuckert mentions (p. 105), Strauss notes in this regard that Gad

amer provides a chapter in Truth andMethod on Dilthey but none on Nietzsche

(CSG, p. 5).

GADAMER'S RESPONSE TO STRAUSS

Gadamer has characterized Strauss's observation as "the heart of the
matter"

concerning differences with Heidegger that have appeared in the course of his

efforts at
"translation."18

Gadamer's "critical
stance,"

toward the tradition of

historicism led him in a very different direction from Heidegger:

It seems to me that my own contribution . is the discovery that no conceptual

language, not even what Heidegger called the "language of
metaphysics,"

represents

an unbreakable constraint upon thought if the thinker only allows himself to trust

language; that is, if he engages in dialogue with other thinkers and other ways of

thinking. (Ibid., p. 380)

According to Gadamer, however, this departure from Heidegger does not, con

tra Strauss (see CSG, p. 11) and, following Strauss, Zuckert (p. 105), entail a

fundamental disagreement with Strauss. Gadamer is at one with Strauss in re

gard to the implication that a text may contain truth. "What else is interpreta

tion in
philosophy,"

he says, "but coming to terms with the truth of the text and

risking oneself by exposure to
it?""

He also agrees entirely with Strauss that to

understand a text
"historically"

is to preclude understanding it as expressing

something true (TM, p. 303).

Thus Gadamer denies that his own hermeneutical approach falls prey to the

fallacies common to traditional historicist understanding. He believes that his

hermeneutical theory brings to light realities of textual interpretation that are

concealed by any dogmatically universal theory of historical understanding.

These realities include what Strauss calls their
"occasional"

character:

In any case, your emphasis on the
"occasional"

character of every interpretation is

in my estimation no reproach against a theory which asserts just this, rather an

anticipation of this theory itself (for you yourself mean that explicitly in general

and not "occasionally"). (CSG, p. 9)

Gadamer is particularly in agreement with Strauss's denial of the historicist

claim to understand texts from the past better than they could have been under-
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stood at the time. "Whoever thinks like this excludes from the outset the possi

bility that the thoughts that are handed down to us could simply be
true,"

he

says (TM, p. 534). To a large extent Gadamer considers Strauss's attack on

historicism to have the force of a well-considered corrective that is merely

misdirected as applied to himself.

Gadamer would agree with the judgment that "the term 'historicism', as used

by Strauss, appears ... too massive and inflexible an instrument to grasp the

nuances of hermeneutics. . . Gadamer argues that Strauss is too quick to deny
the middle ground between understanding an author as he understood himself

and understanding him better. Gadamer believes that it is possible in fact,

necessary to understand a text
"differently"

without claiming to understand it
"better."

While this is also Heidegger's claim, Strauss has pointed out emphat

ically that there is nevertheless an implied superiority to Heidegger's
position.21

The question is whether Gadamer has successfully solved the problem.

Zuckert is right to stress the importance of language and linguistic expres

sion to Gadamer (pp. 94-95). I do not think that she understands the issue

correctly, however. To open oneself to the possibility that a text contains the

truth is in Gadamer's view to ask questions of it and challenge one's preconcep

tions with the answers that are found. It is to engage in a dialogue with

the
text.22

It is this engagement that opens the possibility of the "fusion of

horizons."

The truth contained in the text is indeed unhistorical; but its expres

sion, being in language, has an ineluctably historical dimension. Gadamer is an
"historicist"

who does not consider the discovery of history a wholly new "di

mension of
reality"

that "escaped classical
thought"

and consequently confers

superiority on the moderns (Strauss, Natural Right and History, p. 33). Gad

amer does not think the moderns are
"superior."

Instead, to Gadamer the idea of

an historical dimension only sharpens focus on the problems of people under

standing other people regardless of the time gap between them. Gadamer asks:

What is contemporary? Where are we to draw the historical line? (TM, p. 395).

"In the form of writing, all tradition is contemporaneous with each present

time,"

Gadamer points out (p. 390). He stresses that

In any case, we must not be led into the error of thinking that the problem of

hermeneutics is posed only from the viewpoint of modern historicism. It is true that

the classic authors did not discuss the opinions of their predecessors as historically

different, but as contemporary. But the task of hermeneutics i.e., the task of

interpreting transmitted texts would still present itself. . . .

"[Historical"

hermeneutics is separated far too much from
"prehistorical"

hermeneutics. (P. 537)

It is this task, which has indeed an historical dimension but is not to be

confused with any assumed historical superiority,
that for Gadamer dictates our

understanding of a text as different from its author's self-understanding, and

that requires from the interpreter a
"productive"

as opposed to simply
"repro-
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ductive"

or
"ministerial"

effort. The element of production is necessary because

the reader comes to a text not as a blank slate ready to receive its truth, but as

an historical being carrying the prejudice, understanding, and misunderstanding

of a tradition already connected to the text in multifarious ways; and it is part of

the
"occasional"

nature of every worthwhile interpretation to involve applica

tion to the interpreter's particular time and context. Dialogue, including dia

logue with a text, is not simply a receptive effort. Gadamer claims that we

necessarily understand an author differently from the way he understood him

self not as a logical matter requiring us to have understood him first in the same

way, but as a phenomenological matter of what is unavoidably involved in the

process of reading and understanding that constitutes hermeneutics. Gadamer

considers Strauss's argument about understanding an author as he understood

himself overly simplistic, an underestimation of the difficulties of understand

ing (TM, p. 535).

To Gadamer the concept of an author's
"intention"

is an abstraction. We do

not have intentions in front of us. We have books. The
"meaning"

of the book

arises (as an event) in our reading of it, which is our confrontation with the

possibility that it contains the truth. Whether or not this meaning turned out to

be the same as the author's intention would be, to Gadamer, irrelevant even if it

could be determined. It is the meaning that matters. In any case he doubts that

the author can be expected to have intended exactly what he wrote or to know

what he meant. The artist, Gadamer points out, is seldom the best critic of his

own work, and the same goes for the philosopher: "The curious chapter of

philosophical self-interpretation I think, for example, of Kant, Fichte, and

Heidegger seems to speak for itself (TM, p. 540). Gadamer argues that

[w]hat is fixed in writing has detached itself from the contingency of its origin and

its author and made itself free for new relationships. Normative concepts such as

the author's meaning or the original reader's understanding in fact represent only an

empty space that is filled from time to time in understanding. (TM, p. 395)

One may ask in what sense Gadamer can. properly be labeled a
"relativist."

Of the two passages referred to by Strauss in his accusation, the first mentions

"the relativity of all
values"

in context of a discussion of
"taste,"

a subjectifying

phenomenon that makes the reference ambiguous in this regard (as mentioned

above, at TM, pp. 58 and 447. The accusation is in CSG, p. 7). The second is a

phenomenological critique of the expression "world in
itself."

My interpretation

of this passage, however, is that it constitutes evidence not for, but against

Gadamer's putative
"relativism,"

if one accepts that the relativity of all
world-

views is not tantamount to relativism. As Gadamer puts it:

In every worldview the existence of the world-in-itself is intended. It is the whole

to which linguistically schematized experience refers. The multiplicity of these
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worldviews does not involve any relativization of the
"world."

Rather, what the

world is is not different from the views in which it presents itself. (TM, p. 447)

Strauss has argued that "the undeniable possibility of historical objectivity is

explicitly or implicitly denied by historicism in all its
forms"

(Natural Right

and History, p. 32). Gadamer, however, does not hesitate to speak of "a text's

meaning"; but in order to express that meaning "we must translate it into our

own
language"

(TM, p. 396). That is where the historical element necessarily

intrudes. Gadamer calls linguistic expression "the concretion of the
meaning,"

and stresses that being historically "bound by a situation .... does not in the

least relativize the claim to truth of every
interpretation"

(TM, pp. 397-98).

Gadamer, it seems, is in a category hitherto unknown in Straussian circles: a

"non-relativist
historicist."

What, then, of the "absolute
moment"

that Strauss and following Strauss,

Zuckert, consider necessary for every sort of historicism? Gadamer does pos

sess that notion, in a way. In the life of the individual it is the "completed
experience"

to which Strauss refers, but Gadamer's understanding is far differ

ent from what Strauss makes of it. For Gadamer it refers to an emancipation

that is gained from the disappointment that we all must experience in our ex

pectations of final or definitive answers. The realization of our finitude, which

means our inability to provide answers once and for all, far from constituting a

dogmatic historicist assumption, results in a true openness to new experience

unfettered by any capitulation to dogma or
closed-mindedness.23

That there are

dogmatists of historicism to whom Strauss's critique properly applies, Gadamer

entirely agrees (see "Gadamer on
Strauss,"

p. 13); but he sees also the danger

of a "new
dogmatism"

in the "philosophical opposition to
history"

(TM, p.

541). That is a danger, if not of Strauss's thought properly understood, of

Straussian thought as a school.

To Gadamer the consciousness of history does not constitute the discovery
of a new dimension of reality. "I do not believe in a return of pre-historicist

hermeneutics,"

he says, "but rather in its factual continuation, which is only

hidden by
'history' "

(CSG, p. 9, emphasis in the original). The prehistoricist

ancients knew about the "same phenomena of historical
life,"

but those phe

nomena were understood differently,
"unhistorically,"

whether in relation to a

mystical past or to an eternal order. (TM, p. 531). To think historically means,

for Gadamer, to establish a connection between one's own concepts and the

thinking of the past (p. 397). Thus the proper approach to the study of Plato

begins with "our own relation to the actual problems that concern
Plato"

(p.

538). All correct interpretation, says Gadamer, must "direct its gaze on 'the

things
themselves,'"

the meaningful objects with which meaningful texts are

themselves concerned (p. 267).

It would seem that only the way one goes about this task differentiates the

"historicist"

from the
"prehistoricist"

approach to understanding. This explains
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Gadamer's answer to Strauss's criticism that he proceeds from abstract theory

to what is "first for
us,"

from the criticism of Romantic hermeneutics and

Dilthey's historicism to the positive analysis of textual interpretation: Because

of the accretions of historical tradition, we cannot get at the latter without a

detour through the former. The "first for
us"

consequently is not the "first by
nature"

(CSG, pp. 9-10). It may have been different for the ancients. If the

course of history represents not simply a steady gain of knowledge, but rather a

gain of knowledge as power or technique at an offsetting cost of knowledge as

direct insight, then Gadamer's historicist hermeneutics may not be an improve

ment over ancient ways of understanding but rather a necessary propaedeutic to

recovery of the truth expressed in the old. In this case it is not better, but

different because of changed circumstances, which implies that if circumstances

change again, historicism could become unnecessary or irrelevant and conse

quently disappear.

This suggests Gadamer's answer to Strauss's charge that historicism refutes

itself, which is, in part, to agree.
" 'Historical'

understanding, whether today's

or tomorrow's, has no special privilege. It is itself embraced by the changing

horizons and moved with
them"

(TM, p. 535). Gadamer points out, however,

that the self-referential statement is on a different logical level from other sorts

of statements in that "[t]he consciousness of being conditioned does not super

sede our
conditionedness,"

just as "the sun has not ceased to set for us, even

though the Copernican explanation of the universe has become part of our

knowledge."24

Thus he judges the "formalism of such reflective
argument"

to be

of "specious philosophical legitimacy":

That the thesis of scepticism or relativism refutes itself to the extent that it claims

to be true is an irrefutable argument. But what does it achieve? The reflective

argument that proves successful here rebounds against the arguer, for it renders the

truth value of reflection suspect. It is not the reality of scepticism or of truth-

dissolving relativism but the truth claim of all formal argument that is affected.

(TM, p. 344)

THE QUERELLE DES ANCIENS ET DES MODERNES

In the final analysis, Strauss concludes, the fundamental difference between

himself and Gadamer, of which their disagreements over hermeneutics are only
a consequence, is that they take opposite sides in the querelle des anciens et des

modemes (CSG, p. 11). Gadamer addresses this issue at some length. This

debate of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was originally settled, in

Gadamer's account, "in a sense of historical
awareness"

and constituted "as it

were, the last form of an unhistorical debate between tradition and the modern
age"

(TM, pp. 532-33). Strauss, impelled by the crisis of
modernity25

or the

"catastrophe of modern
times"

(TM, p. 533), rekindled the quarrel because "[s]o
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elementary a human concern as the distinction between
'right'

and
'wrong'

assumes that man is able to raise himself above his historical
conditionedness"

(ibid.).

Although Gadamer supports Strauss's efforts to address this concern, he does

not think that it is possible to "take
sides"

in the querelle des anciens et des

modernes as though one had a genuine choice. Gadamer does not believe that

modernity is something one can choose to set aside; and he finds the strength of

Strauss's interpretive practice, which he respects and admires, in what he views as

Strauss's tacit recognition despite himself that he cannot do so either (TM, p. 536).

To clarify this issue between Strauss and Gadamer of the querelle des an

ciens et des modemes, it is necessary to consider what they mean by "modern
ity"

and their views of the essential differences between modern and ancient

thought.

There seems to be a remarkable degree of consensus between Gadamer and

Strauss concerning the fundamental differences between ancient and modern

thought and, consequently, the nature of
"modernity."

First of all, a striking

(albeit hitherto unnoticed) coincidence appears in the way that each of them has

chosen to explicate ancient versus modern thought: Each has relied upon a

quotation from the same passage in the Preface to Hegel's Phenomenology of
Spirit}6

In this passage Hegel characterizes the difference between ancient and mod

ern thought in terms of "natural
consciousness."

Ancient philosophy, says

Hegel, viewed itself as the perfection of natural consciousness and as such

developed its abstract notions from the immediacy of every aspect of life as it

presented itself. Modem thought, on the other hand, finds its abstract concepts

already prepared. Thus while for the ancients thought was from the beginning
fluid and had to be conceptually fixed in place, for the moderns it is already

fixed, and the task of philosophy is the opposite, to recover its
"natural"

flu

idity. Gadamer refers to this as "the fluidity of speculative
truth"

("Hegel and

the Dialectic of the Ancient
Philosophers,"

p. 9), while Strauss calls it "pre

philosophical
consciousness"

("Political Philosophy and History, p. 75), but

whatever their differences of terminology, they are as one in recognition of the

phenomenon.

There is further common ground. For a more detailed analysis, Strauss refers

the reader to two publications by Jacob Klein, his well-known study of Greek

mathematical thinking and its transformation into modern thought and an essay

on the relation of phenomenology to the history of
science.27

Gadamer, for his

part, has also credited Klein's work as seminal to his own understanding of

Platonic thought ("Plato's Unwritten
Dialectic,"

p. 129). Although Zuckert

takes note of this common source, she argues that Gadamer and Strauss were

influenced by different aspects of Klein's thinking, the former by his study of

ancient number and the latter by his phenomenological approach to history (p.

314, note 61). This may be correct as far as it goes, but while such a separation
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is plausible as a matter of focus, it seems to me that in the fundamental matter

of ancient versus modem thinking, Klein's influence proves to be a unifying

factor. Ancient mathematics is for Klein precisely the key for understanding the

querelle des anciens et des modernes.

Among the Greeks, according to Klein, scientific concepts were formulated

by a process of
"abstraction"

from
"natural"

or prescientific experience. He

characterizes this
"abstraction"

as "the pressing ontological problem of antiq
uity"

(Greek Mathematical Thought, p. 120), although its problematic character

is lost in modern thought, which takes the abstractions, as Hegel said, ready-

made and consequently for granted. This attitude, Klein says, forms the basis

not only for modem science, but also and directly derivatively, for the way we

think in our daily lives. Thus we come insensibly to believe in a sort of second,

more real, mathematically shaped world behind that of our sense experiences

("Phenomenology and
Science,"

p. 162). This sort of analysis, the Heideggerian

overtones of which are palpable, is behind Gadamer's view of modernity of

"quite
unequivocally"

defined by the emergence of a new idea of science and

method and Strauss's equivalent belief that the querelle des anciens et des mod

ernes ultimately concerned modern science and
philosophy.28

The science of the ancients, Klein stresses,
"never"

betrayed its foundation

in
"natural"

immediacy (Greek Mathematical Thought, p. 63, emphasis in the

original), which is one way of explaining Gadamer's contention that the con

cept of
"life"

is fundamental to all Greek thought about reality ("Hegel and the

Dialectic of the Ancient
Philosophers,"

p. 29). Thus the Greeks in counting

always had in mind that in some sense they were counting
"things"

so that

strictly speaking, Klein argues, they were not operating with a concept of

"number"

at all (GreekMathematical Thought, pp. 67, 63).

It is clear that the fact that Greek concepts had not yet been, as Gadamer

puts it, "uprooted from the soil of the concrete plurality of particular
existents"

explains both their intuitive immediacy and the limitations of Greek mathema

tics and science ("Hegel and the Dialectic of the Ancient
Philosophers,"

p. 9).

In Klein's analysis the modern development of mathematics, which is "exempl

ary for the total design of human knowledge in later
times"

(p. 121, emphasis

in the original) is rooted in ancient conceptualization from which, however, it

has become "oddly
ruptured'

(p. 118, emphasis in the original). We are depen

dent upon presuppositions of which we are no longer aware.

Klein's concern is to analyze a process of simultaneous progress in the abil

ity to manipulate abstractions and loss of intuitive immediacy that leads from

ancient to modern thought. He sees this as an
"interlacement"

of the living
production of ideas and their reification or

"sedimentation"

as they become

familiar through use and lose their original significance. This process consti

tutes the history of human thought. To Klein it is arguably the "one legitimate

form of
history"

and, he adds, "[hjistory, in this understanding, cannot be sepa

rated from
philosophy"

("Phenomenology and
Science,"

p. 156, emphasis in the

original).
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This suggestion is particularly provocative in light of Strauss's definition of

historicism at the beginning of "Political Philosophy and
History"

as "the asser

tion that the fundamental distinction between philosophic and historical ques

tions cannot in the last analysis be maintained (p. 57). Thus the studies on

which Strauss explicitly bases the crucial part of his analysis in the context of a

central attack on historicism assert precisely the thesis he has attacked in the

same essay. This is the sort of conundrum that renders Strauss difficult of ac

cess and fuels debate over his
"real"

teaching, which may or may not involve

some kind of closet
modernism.29

Even if we do not wish to go more deeply into the Straussian hermeneutical

thicket, my argument remains that the closer one looks at Gadamer and Strauss,

the more similar they appear. Zuckert, however, draws the opposite conclusion

from her discussion of Klein's influence on Gadamer (pp. 96 ff.). Here I think

she has found an interesting path of inquiry in Gadamer's development of the
"arithmological"

structure of logos, based on the concept of the "indeterminate
two."

Zuckert discusses this difficult concept in terms of the unity of a whole

that transcends its parts, such as the unity of Being in Plato's Sophist which
"somehow"

encompasses both rest and motion (p. 98). Although Zuckert does

not go any further with her analysis, to Gadamer this
"somehow"

of the Pla

tonic "sudden
change"

from rest to motion in the Sophist raises the question of

transition, which is basic to his temporal problematic (see, for example, "Hegel

and the Dialectic of the Ancient
Philosophers,"

p. 14, where Gadamer speaks in

this regard of the "transition in no time").

Although I think this could be a fruitful line of inquiry, the problem with

Zuckert's treatment is that she makes Gadamer twist Klein's insight about the

"indeterminate
two"

into a principle of doctrinal synthesis. In a passage cited

earlier, she asserts that to Gadamer, "Plato's dialogues provided an ontological

and epistemological foundation for his own doctrine of the fusion of horizons

by showing the arithmological relation of all the differentiated parts to an inde

terminate, ever expanding
whole"

(p. 100). In Klein's interpretation of Plato

Zuckert sees the "indeterminate
two,"

in effect, as a principle of heterogeneity,

illustrated by the heterogeneity of motion and rest with Being as a whole (p.

98). She has managed to interpret Gadamer, however, as using the very same

principle as a spurious basis for asserting homogeneity. Again, Postmodern

Platos has dogmatized Gadamer an effort that bears fruit in the form of a

withering critique in the very next section, entitled "The Political
Implications"

(pp. 100 ff).

CONCLUSION: THE RAPPROCHEMENT OF GADAMER AND STRAUSS

For those who have been educated in Straussian thought, which includes

myself, there tends to be a certain style of sober scholarship that is both sub

stantively and stylistically attractive. In terms of the latter, at least, Derrida and
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deconstruction are far less appealing than Gadamer and hermeneutics. Post-

modem Platos makes a case for overcoming such prejudices on the grounds of

substantive agreement. I wish to argue to the contrary, that in this case "preju
dice"

is sound instinct and
"substantive"

means no more than doctrinal. The

fact is that whatever their doctrinal differences, Strauss and Gadamer are re

markably close in hermeneutical practice, i.e., in their actual scholarship and

interpretation of texts.

Take Plato, for example. The interconnection of dramatic context and the

interlocutors'

arguments is as fundamental to the Platonic hermeneutics of Gad

amer as of Strauss, and each of them has pursued this interpretive approach in

practice as well as in principle (Gadamer points this out in "Gadamer on

Strauss,"

p. 7). As we have seen, the hermeneutical principle that an author can

only be understood differently from the way he understood himself is a central

point of contention between Strauss on the one hand and Heidegger and Gad

amer on the other. Yet despite Heidegger's and Gadamer's supposed accord on

this issue, the fact that Heidegger considered his understanding superior to

Plato's is as contrary to Gadamer as to Strauss. Gadamer, no less than Strauss,

considers himself a
"Platonist."30

To a remarkable extent, what seem to be serious disagreements between

Gadamer and Strauss become no more than differences of emphasis. A promi

nent example is the supposed disagreement, which, as previously mentioned,

Zuckert stresses (p. 104), over the "crisis of our
times"

or approaching
world-

night of the forgetfulness of Being, in Heidegger's phrase. It is true that Gad

amer does not think that philosophy thereby comes to an end, but in Gadamer's

understanding, metaphysics as the "metaphysics of
presence"

has indeed ex

hausted itself; and he fully agrees that we are in a fundamental sense in such a

time of crisis, of the "cosmic
night"

of the "forgetfulness of
Being."31

Another example is Gadamer's contention that to determine an author's orig

inal intentions is both impossible and irrelevant to interpreting the meaning of a

text. Since Strauss argues that the whole point of interpretation is precisely to

return to the author's intended meaning, as we have seen, this issue seems

central to the Strauss-Gadamer debate. Nevertheless, Strauss admits that neither

of them would ever claim to have actually reached a complete understanding of

the text however they define this hermeneutical goal (TM, p. 6). And Gadamer

grants Strauss that there is nothing wrong with the goal of achieving the "same
plateau"

of understanding even though one never reaches it in fact (CSG, p. 9).

Moreover, when one turns to actual studies, this theoretical issue seems

strangely to evaporate. On the one hand, since Strauss as a careful scholar

insists no less than Gadamer on a close reading of the text, his discovery of

"intent"

in practice differs hardly at all from Gadamer's discovery of "mean
ing."

On the other hand, Gadamer's resolute theoretical opposition to any

notion of discovering an author's intention seems in practice to have little dis-

cernable effect. He does not hesitate in his own writings to refer directly or
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indirectly to an author's intended meanings or, differently put, to an author's

real meanings that are contrary to his apparent ones. Even if he usually avoids

the actual word
"intention,"

it is not apparent that such semantic scruples have

any genuine
importance.32

To mention such points of agreement between Gadamer and Strauss is only

to explore more fully Strauss's own acknowledgment that in practice they have

much in common (CSG, p. 11). This acknowledgment is in response to Gad

amer's conclusion that in order to persuade Strauss that he is right,

[w]hat I really would have to do, would be . . to show you in your work what I

mean for I would be misunderstood if one does not take seriously that I would

like to correct a. false thought about a procedure, which, there where it succeeds

(i.e., really discloses something in the tradition), is itself correct. (CSG, p. 10,

emphasis in the original)

It seems, then, that it may not be necessary to "take
sides"

between Gadamer

and Strauss in the most important respect, which is their ability to uncover

truth. But in any case the extent of their disagreement would be easy to exag

gerate, and I believe that Postmodern Platos does so. My conclusion is that the

philosophical relationship of Gadamer and Strauss is fascinating and substan

tively important. Moreover, this topic remains as yet remarkably unexplored. It

is to its author's credit that Postmodern Platos begins that exploration, however

critical I may be of the attempt.
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in Hermeneutics and Modern Philosophy,

ed. Brice R. Wachterhauser (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986), p. 381.

19. Hans-Georg Gadamer, "Heidegger and Marburg
Theology,"

in David E. Linge, trans.,

Philosophical Hermeneutics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), p. 201.
20. Fred R. Dallmayr, Polis and Praxis: Exercises in Contemporary Political Theory (Cam

bridge: The MIT Press, 1984), p. 40.

21. Strauss, "Philosophy as Rigorous
Science,"

p. 30. See also Leo Strauss,
"Relativism,"

in

Helmut Schoeck and James W. Wiggins, eds., Relativism and the Study ofMan (Princeton: D. Van

Nostrand Company, 1961), pp. 155-56.

22. Contrary to Zuckert's insistence that Heideggerian Destruktion and Gadamer's textual dia

logue are such dissimilar projects that they provide a point of simple contrast between the two (p.

90), I think, and have argued at length, that they are virtually identical. See Walter Lammi, "Hans-

Georg Gadamer's Platonic Destruktion of the Later Heidegger, Philosophy Today (forthcoming,
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1997). This article begins with a quotation from a 1923 Heidegger course (the first that Gadamer

attended) that makes the point emphatically: "Hermeneutik ist
Destruktion!"

Martin Heidegger,

"Ontologie (Hermeneutik der
Faktizitdt),"

lecture course in the summer of 1923, Freiburg, Gesam

tausgabe (Frankfurt Am Main: Vittoria Klostermann, 1988), vol. 63, p. 105.

23. TM, p. 367, CSG, p. 10. Gadamer has a more direct concept of "absolute
moment"

in his

interpretation of kairos and instaneity, but that is a separate matter.

24. TM, pp. 448-49. A detailed examination of this issue is in Weinsheimer, Gadamer's Her

meneutics, pp. 53-59.

25. Leo Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: Rand McNally & Co., 1964), p. 3.

26. G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (Oxford: Clarendon Press,

1977), pp. 19-20 (para. 33). Strauss refers to the quotation in "Political Philosophy and
History,"

in

What Is Political Philosophy!, p. 75. Gadamer's reference is in "Hegel and the Dialectic of the

Ancient
Philosophers,"

in Hegel's Dialectic, trans. P. Christopher Smith (New Haven: Yale Univer

sity Press, 1976), p. 8. What makes this coincidence even more remarkable is the fact that the

quotations start at exactly the same point in the middle of a sentence, although Gadamer provides

three more sentences than does Strauss.

27. Jacob Klein, "Die griechische Logistik und die Entstehung der modernen
Algebra,"

Quellen

und Studien zur Geschichte der Mathematik, Astronomie und Physik, Heft 1 (Berlin, 1936), vol. 3,

pp. 122 ff. In translation this is GreekMathematical Thought and the Origin ofAlgebra, trans. Eva

Brann (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1968), pp. 61-63 and 117-25. Strauss's other reference is to

Jacob Klein, "Phenomenology and
Science,"

in Philosophical Essays in Memory of Edmund Hus

serl (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1940), pp. 143-63.

28. Hans-Georg Gadamer, "On the Philosophic Element in the Sciences and the Scientific

Character of
Philosophy,"

in Reason in the Age of Science, p. 6. Leo Strauss, "Progress or Return?

The Contemporary Crisis in Western
Civilization,"

Modern Judaism 1 (1981): 31.

29. I should add, however, that Gadamer for one clearly does not view Strauss as a "closet
modernist."

In his Interpretation interview on Strauss, for example, he remarks that his wife mar

veled at how persistently Strauss returned to the same points of disagreement during a day they

spent in discussion together. Their chief disagreement, Gadamer says, was precisely over Strauss's

refusal to admit the necessity of our modernism. While willing to accept the superiority of the

Ancients, Gadamer argued that one cannot simply return to their thought ("Gadamer on
Strauss,"

p.

3). I am inclined to accept this personal evidence. If Gadamer is right that Strauss was not being
disingenuous in his call for a return to the Ancients, however, it follows from my textual analysis

that Gadamer is also right about Strauss's need, despite himself, to rely on modern conceptualiza

tion.

30. "Gadamer on
Strauss,"

p. 10. I suggest that Gadamer and Strauss stand alone among the

thinkers of Postmodern Platos in the depth of their engagement with Plato and the importance of

that engagement to their own thought.

31. Quoted in a famous statement about this issue in TM, "Foreword to the Second
Edition,"

p.

xxxvii. See also Gadamer, "Notes on Planning for the
Future,"

in Lawrence Schmidt and Monica

Reuss, trans., Hans-Georg Gadamer on Education, Poetry, and History (Albany: State University of

New York Press, 1992), pp. 179-80: "[Philosophical discourse .... must heighten the awareness

that God has been obscured for us and that we live in the age of the eclipse of God (Martin Buber),

and that the question of being has fallen into forgetfulness, as our metaphysical tradition is ab

sorbed into the realm of science (Martin
Heidegger)."

32. See for example Gadamer's analysis in "Plato and the
Poets,"

p. 58, whose conclusion that

"Plato's paideia is thus meant as a counterweight to . the sophist
enlightenment"

could equally

well have substituted
"intended"

for
"meant."

In the same essay (p. 45) Gadamer refers to Plato's

having used "an intentionally malevolent
example."

Or, even more tellingly: "Might it have been

Plato's actual intent in the Parmenides to make us so acutely conscious of the ontological problem

in the relationship of idea and appearance that the very
inappropriateness of the solutions discussed

demonstrates the dogmatism implied in the question
itself?"

Hans-Georg Gadamer, The Idea of the

Good in Platonic-Aristotelian Philosophy, trans. P. Christopher Smith (New Haven: Yale University

Press, 1986), p. 10.
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In a book review of Gadamer's Dialogue and Dialectic, Richard Velkley points out that accord

ing to Gadamer, the Platonic dialogues are "'wholes of
discourse'

which make their intention

manifest by including their addressees.
'Intention'

is not here meant psychologically or subjectively,

for it is not solely
Socrates'

(or Plato's) possession, but it becomes the possession of anyone who

truly understands; intention here is the revealed intent of one who is engaged in a conversation. By
preserving respect for the intention of an author, Gadamer departs widely and Platonically from

many of his
contemporaries."

Interpretation, 13, no. 2 (May 1985): 264.



Response to Walter Lammi

Catherine Zuckert

Carleton College

Scholarly debates unfortunately tend to be well scholarly, that is, dry,

dull, and detailed. Since a good part of Professor Lammi's criticism ofmy book

concerns the endnotes, I fear that my response will appear to be all too picayune.

Let me begin, therefore, with two broad rejoinders before I turn to the spe

cifics. First, Lammi comes forth to defend Gadamer against me, but I certainly

did not intend nor do I think I wrote an
"attack"

on the work of Hans Georg
Gadamer. In a basically sympathetic study I tried to show that he is not merely

a "minor
Heideggerian"

or follower of his teacher. On the contrary, I argue,

over the course of his career Gadamer developed a philosophical approach that

differs in significant ways from Heidegger's and that deserves to be taken seri

ously in its own right.

Second, by treating the writings of Leo Strauss as I did the other authors, I

was to a certain extent trying to get some distance from the approach in which I

had been trained. As I tried to bring out not only the development of, but also

the reasons for, Gadamer's approach in the chapter on Gadamer, so I attempted

to trace the development of and reasons for Strauss's reading of Plato in the

chapters devoted to his work. When I write that "Strauss
said,"

that is exactly

what I mean, "Strauss stated or thought . I do not necessarily agree or

disagree. In this book I tried to show how the pieces of his thought fit together

into a comprehensive view: I could not and did not subject every one of his

or Gadamer's or Derrida's or Heidegger's claims to critical examination, nor

did I automatically endorse any or all claims that I did not explicitly contest. To

be sure, at the end of my book I do make some criticisms of Gadamer and

Derrida and endorse Strauss's general approach. That endorsement is, however,

explicitly qualified. Let me quote:

By challenging his readers to reread the history of philosophy in terms of a strict

disjunction between reason and revelation, Strauss asks them to study that history in

a most untraditional way. All his own readings of individual philosophers, including

preeminently his reading of Plato, have proven to be extremely controversial. That

is, they invite debate and rebuttal. But if tht purpose of the contemporary return to

Plato is to show that philosophy has a future, he may have suceeded in fulfilling

that purpose by demonstrating the need for an untraditional reading of the tradition

better than anyone else. (Postmodern Platos, p. 276, emphasis added.)

interpretation, Winter 1998, Vol. 25, No. 2
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Strauss certainly attracted a large number of students. Professor Lammi seems,

in fact, to have readmy book in terms of a previously formed impression ofwhat it

means to be a student or, as he would have it, follower of Leo Strauss.

For example, Lammi takes my characterization of Gadamer as a liberal at

the end of the chapter on "Gadamer's
Path"

to constitute a "withering
critique."

According to Lammi, "The particular liberal weakness with which Zuckert

charges Gadamer is that he entirely fails to explain human conflict and
war."

This charge must reflect what Lammi thinks
"Straussians"

believe, for I neither

meant the description of Gadamer as a liberal to be a criticism nor said any

thing to imply it. The description of Gadamer as a liberal is explicitly based on

a statement of his that I quote:

The principle of freedom is unimpugnable and irrevocable. It is no longer possible

for anyone still to affirm the unfreedom of humanity. . But does this mean that .

. . history has come to an end? . . . Has not . . . man ha[d] to translate the principle

of freedom into reality? Obviously this points to the unending march of world

history into the openness of its future tasks. (Postmodern Platos, pp. 102-3)

Aren't a commitment to freedom and a belief in progress traditional characteris

tics of
"liberal"

thought? In the section on "the political
implications"

of Gad

amer's thought, I report that Gadamer has been accused of being both a

"relativist"

and a
"conservative."

Lammi altogether ignores the
"conservatism"

charge and concentrates on the question of
"relativism,"

presumably because it

was raised by Strauss. Since the
"relativism"

critique comes from Strauss, who

is associated with the right, and the
"conservative"

critique from Habermas,

who explicitly locates himself politically on the left, I thought the implication

of the observation that Gadamer had been faulted on both sides was that Gad

amer was a moderate. I understand moderation to be a political virtue. I do not

take
'liberal'

to be a term of derision. On the contrary, I believe that human

beings are free in important respects and that this freedom makes human moral

ity and nobility possible. In the introduction to Postmodern Platos I observe (p.

8) that Gadamer, Strauss, and Derrida all end up endorsing forms of liberal

democracy, although the grounds and particular vision of liberal democracy
each thinker presents is different. I never use the term 'liberal

weakness.'

Nor

do I fault Gadamer for
"entirely"

failing to explain human conflict and war. In

the statement Lammi quotes I claim that Gadamer does not give an account of

the enduring conflict and irrationality we encounter in the world. I do not say

that he is simply blind to the existence of conflict; on the contrary, on page 80 I

quote Gadamer's explanation of the divided tendencies within human beings

that make both the guardians and their education necessary in Plato's Republic.

In the conclusion to the entire study I do suggest that consistent application of

Gadamer's hermeneutic approach over time, since it aims at achieving a com-
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mon understanding, would "in
principle"

make war unnecessary. In an essay

reprinted in the collection entitled Reason in the Age of Science Gadamer him

self suggests as much when he urges the importance of achieving human "soli
darity"

in the face of possible technological extinction. Nowhere do I fault him

for wanting to see an end of war. I am not as convinced as Carl Schmitt (and,

much more ambiguously, Leo Strauss) that war is good for human beings; at

most, I would concede it to be an evil necessity under some circumstances. In

sum, I think I treat Gadamer's politics more positively than critically. In my

chapter on "Gadamer's
Path"

I explicitly try to show how his reading of Plato

helped him to escape the horrible politics with which the thought of both

Nietzsche and Heidegger was implicated.

The problem I find in Gadamer's thought, which I state in the conclusion

that comes five chapters after the "political
implications"

section, is that Gad

amer does not give a convincing reason for us to think that horizons will neces

sarily continue to change or expand; the
"open"

future or infinity of time does

not suffice in itself, because infinite time will also accommodate recurrent cy

cles or simple repetition. Here Lammi thinks that I am confusing or conflating

"phenomenological
description"

with "metaphysical
doctrine."

I'm not sure that

my faulting Gadamer for failing to give an adequate account of the reasons the

horizon must necessarily continue to expand is properly called either "meta
physical"

or
"doctrinaire."

To give an adequate account of the way in which

people understand themselves and the world, I do think he needs to move be

yond a
"description"

to an explanation of how and why. Gadamer does not

claim, however, that the "hermeneutical
approach"

he advocates in Truth and

Method merely constitutes a "phenomenological description"; on the contrary,

he emphasizes, hermeneutics does not consist merely of a method of interpreta

tion. It constitutes a way of life with an ethical demand inherent in it. As he

argues from his first book on Plato 's Dialectical Ethics onward, human beings

do not naturally possess and, therefore, need to seek knowledge of the good.

Communities are and ought to be founded on such a search. For Gadamer the

pursuit of truth and the requirements of community are thus fundamentally

compatible; the relation (or one might have said tension) between the search for

truth and the preservation of moral or ethical norms upon which community

depends is not a problem for him, therefore, the way it explicitly is for both

Nietzsche and Strauss.

I never deny that Gadamer had a keen "sense of human limitation, of a

finitude no less intrinsic to his thinking than to that of Heidegger or, for that

matter, Strauss or
Derrida."

On the contrary, I argue, the primary reason all the

thinkers surveyed in Postmodern Platos think that philosophy must be recon-

ceived and hence go back to reconsider its origins in Plato is that they have

come to believe that human beings cannot and will never be able to come to

possess knowledge properly speaking. On page 259, I write:
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Like Gadamer, Strauss concludes that love of knowledge of philosophy is the

greatest perfection of which human beings are capable. We can never really or

entirely possess wisdom per se. But, although Strauss agrees with Gadamer that

human knowledge is essentially limited, the ground or source of the limitation he

sees is fundamentally different. According to Gadamer, the limitation is essentially

temporal; we will constantly have to reconsider and reinterpret what we think we

have learned from the past in light of presently unknown future developments.

According to Strauss, the limitations on human knowledge do not arise simply or

even primarily from the finitude of human existence. . Whether there is ever

enough time to learn everything depends ultimately on the character or quality of

what there is to know. This is where the difficulty lies; the irreducible heterogeneity
of the cosmos.

I associate Strauss with Derrida in opposition to Gadamer insofar as, and only

insofar as, both Strauss and Derrida argue that there are aspects of the world

that can never be comprehended at any time. I do not deny that Gadamer and

Strauss agreed on many points, over and against Derrida. On the contrary, I

observe:

Like Strauss, Derrida denies that logos has the mediating, synthesizing role both

Gadamer and the dominant Neoplatonic tradition has attributed to it. . . But unlike

Strauss, Derrida does not see language as a reflection or expression of the human

perception of the essential heterogeneity of
"things."

He explicitly challenges both

the humanizing and the holistic,
"totalizing"

tendencies of the Western philosophical

tradition, tendencies that are reaffirmed, in different ways, by both Gadamer and

Strauss when they argue that philosophy consists in a way of life, rather than in the

promulgation of doctrines, and that knowledge, properly speaking, must be

knowledge of the whole. (P. 261)

I do not think that Lammi's worry that my study will lead
"Straussians"

to

desert Gadamer, with whom some students of Strauss have formed a personal

connection, and turn to Derridean deconstruction is well founded.

Lammi objects to my claim that logos or language has a mediating, synthe

sizing role, according to Gadamer, because, Lammi seems to think, mediation

and synthesis imply homogenization. I don't think so; indeed, quite the reverse.

Both processes presuppose difference. And I think such characterizations of the

function of language in Gadamer are appropriate, because in Truth andMethod

he explicitly argues that the Christian understanding of the
"word"

(to be found

in the Gospel of Saint John as logos translated into Latin as verbum) is superior

to the ancient; and the characteristic of the
"Word"

which is with Christ is that

it or he both mediates between human beings and God and mysteriously syn

thesizes three in one (the trinity). Here Gadamer is closer to Hegel in emphasiz

ing the continuity and development of the Western tradition as a whole that

Strauss explicitly opposes with his division between ancients and moderns. I do

not mean to suggest that Gadamer's understanding of language is simply or
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primarily Christian. On the contrary, it is emphatically sensible and secular.

When Gadamer insists that "Being that can be understood is
language,"

he is

contesting Heidegger's claim that language is the
"house"

(that is, protective

container) of the
"lighting"

of Being, in contrast to the ineluctable, ever myste

rious source of that light.

So little do I regard myself as an essentially hostile critic of Gadamer, I

would suggest the reading I gave of all five thinkers in Postmodern Platos, in

which I tried both to lay out the understanding of each and to show how they

responded, most often explicitly, to each other in considering a common set of

problems, corresponds to both the spirit and the word of Gadamer much more

than the
"attack"

Lammi has explicitly levelled at my book. Gadamer always

writes as a gentleman. He generously acknowledges his debts to other scholars;

he emphasizes what he thinks he and others can learn from them, their merits

more than their faults. In Truth andMethod he suggests that we should initially
put aside our own views and beliefs and try to understand another person or

text sympathetically, in his or her own terms, before we ask what we think is

true or false. That is the only way we can get beyond our own initially rather

constricted horizon and acquire a broader view.

Lammi's objections to my reading of Heidegger constitute the clearest and

most egregious example of his non-Gadamerian mode of attacking my book on

behalf of Gadamer. Lammi admits that my claim that each of the three distinct

periods in Heidegger's thought begins with a re-examination of the
"beginning"

ofWestern philosophy in Plato is both original and thought provoking. But, he

seems to think, the only evidence I offer in support of that claim consists of an

endnote to the part of the text in which I first state the thesis. In that endnote,

he observes, I cite Poeggler as a source of the tripartite periodization. But,

Lammi complains, he could not find such a periodization in Poeggler's work.

He could not, I note, because he looked in The Path ofMartin Heidegger 's

Thought, the second volume I cited as a general account of Heidegger's devel

opment, and not the first, Philosophie und Politik bei Heidegger, where Poeg-

geler divides Heidegger's thought explicitly into three periods. Lammi did not

find, moreover, that Poeggler associated the periods of Heidegger's thought

with rereadings of Plato. But, as Lammi admits, I didn't say that Poeggeler had.

On the contrary, I observed, "The way in which Heidegger began each new

stage of his thought with a rereading of Plato has become clear only with the

publication of his
lectures."

And I list the dates of the publications of the three

set of lectures 1992, 1988, and 1982 all after the publication (also stated in

the note) of Poeggeler's Philosophie und Politik (1972) and the German origi

nal of The Path ofMartin Heidegger's Thought. Lammi altogether ignores my

accounts of Heidegger's rereadings of Plato with which I begin my presentation

of each of the three periods. In these, contra Lammi, I do very explicitly at

tempt to show at some length (1) what was distinctive about the rereading, (2)

how it became the basis for certain aspects of Heidegger's thought in the
given
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period, and (3) how dissatisfaction with his results led Heidegger to rethink

certain problems (and hence to another
"period"

or set of arguments). Instead of

paying any attention to what I actually argued in the chapter, Lammi observes

in an endnote that it is
"virtually"

identical with a paper I delivered at the

American Political Science Association in 1991. I don't know what Lammi

means by
"virtually."

I did incorporate large parts of that paper in the chapter

on Heidegger; I wrote the studies of the five thinkers over a period of years.

But, after Heidegger's lectures on Plato's Sophist appeared in 1992, I added a

long discussion of the way in which they lay a foundation for the analysis in

Being and Time. Since Heidegger begins Being and Time with a reference to

Plato's Sophist, I had built on that in the initial version. Now there was far more

to go on.

In an equally nitpicking mode, Lammi also faults my endnote 65 on page 3 1 ;

it occurs in an introductory statement about the
"path"

Gadamer took in which I

refer to "Plato's Educational
State,"

particularly for the point that the "city in
speech"

was "not intended to constitute a blueprint or program to be literally
instituted."

Gadamer does make that point emphatically in the cited essay; but

Lammi complains that there is no discussion of
"lies,"

much less
"noble,"

with

which I had linked it. As Lammi himself admits in an endnote, there is such a

discussion in Gadamer's other essay on the Republic, "Plato and the
Poets,"

which I treat much more fully along with "Plato's Educational
State"

in the

chapter on Gadamer. In "Plato and the
Poets"

Gadamer describes all the tales of

the poets as
"lies"

and then suggests that "[i]n opposition to this sophist pai-

deia, Plato advances an arbitrarily and radically purified poetry, which is no

longer a reflection of human life but the language of an intentionally beautified
lie"

(p. 58 of the English translation). The thesis that unites both of Gadamer's

essays on the Republic is that it describes an education, not a program for

political reform to be literally applied. If Lammi had looked at my full account

of Gadamer's reading of the Republic before he jumped to find proof or dis

proof of the initial, necessarily general statement about the differences between

the path Gadamer took and those of Nietzsche and Strauss, I think he would

and, in fact, did find complete citations to support my claims.

Lammi also objects to the way in which I referred to Joel Weinsheimer's

book. In one endnote, I point out that Weinsheimer brings out the similarities

between Gadamer and Heidegger, but not the differences (as I do). In the text, I

then use a point Weinsheimer made about the agreement between the two

thinkers without citing Weinsheimer specifically for that point. I think the num

ber of citations to a given work on any one page of a text should be limited; by
following my citation Lammi found both what I agreed with Weinsheimer

about and how I differed. Isn't that the role endnotes are supposed to play? But

enough niggling about endnotes. If Lammi had followed Gadamer's recommen

dations about the way in which one ought to read a text, he would not only
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have understood my argument and its basis better; he would also have saved

himself a great deal of effort in a belabored attempt to discredit it.

There is a substantive disagreement underlying all Lammi's critiques of my

endnotes that I think he should have announced and argued for explicitly. In his

endnote 22 Lammi informs us that "[cjontrary to Zuckert's insistence that

Heideggerian Destruktion and Gadamer's textual dialogue are such dissimilar

projects that they provide a point of simple [sicA] contrast between the two, he

has "argued at length, that they are virtually
identical."

(The article is forthcom

ing.) If Lammi had explicitly argued for his reading in opposition to mine,

however, he would have encountered the following problem: If Gadamer's ap

proach is identical with Heidegger's, Gadamer and Strauss take opposed posi

tions, certainly as Strauss saw it. Strauss devoted a great deal of his effort to

countering the threat of "radical
historicism"

(with which he identified Heideg

ger, but not Gadamer). I don't think Lammi can have it both ways, that is, I

don't think he can successfully argue that Gadamer agreed in all fundamental

respects with both Heidegger and Strauss. I argue that Gadamer agreed with

each thinker on some points and disagreed on others.

I would not contest much of Lammi's account of the Gadamer-Strauss ex

change. Like Gadamer, Lammi emphasizes the points of agreement. Like

Strauss, I suppose, I think there is, nevertheless, a fundamental point of dis

agreement that does not ultimately concern the reading of texts so much as the

character of the
'truth'

a text may or may not contain. It is not merely a differ

ence of
"emphasis."

Although he expressed some doubt as to whether he had

succeeded, Strauss explicitly sought to understand a text as the author did.

Recapturing the author's intention was a regulative principle; if one could not

identify the original meaning of a text, one could not be sure one had a different

understanding of it. More fundamentally, if the author of an historical text artic

ulated a truth, that truth should be valid and intelligible for us as well as for

him. There should be an agreement or coincidence in the understanding of it.

There might be differences of language and context to be taken into account,

but there are no separate
"horizons"

to be fused. Like Heidegger, Gadamer

thinks that
'truth'

is an
'event'

that occurs in time. It is simply not possible to

understand works of the past as their authors did.

Strauss's more traditional understanding of truth is one of the reasons his

voice or arguments are not usually heard in
"postmodern"

debates. One of the

major points of my book was to show that he should be brought into this

particular conversation, that like Gadamer and Derrida, Strauss is responding to

questions or problems bequeathed to us by Nietzsche and Heidegger. Strangely

enough, I think that Professor Lammi would agree.
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Ernest L. Fortin, Collected Essays, 3 vols, ed. J. Brian Benestad. Vol. 1, The

Birth ofPhilosophic Christianity, xiii + 349 pp.; Vol. 2, Classical Christianity

and the Political Order, xiv + 399 pp.; Vol. 3, Human Rights, Virtue, and the

Common Good, xxi + 332 pp. (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1996),

$62.50 paper.

Francis Canavan

Fordham University

These three volumes contain essays and book reviews written over a period

of more than thirty years by Ernest Fortin, a professor of theology at Boston

College. Their central thesis is that is that modern political thought in the lib

eral West is in a crisis that requires a return to "classical
Christianity"

in order

to make a fresh start in the quest for a viable political and moral order.

Fortin is a Straussian, a term which some will take as an epithet and others

as an encomium for a theologian who has seen the light and become a rational

ist. But J. Brian Benestad, who edited these volumes, assures us:

In pursuing his measured, dialectical return to classical Christian thought, Fortin

takes the great 'Hellenic
Jewish'

political philosopher Leo Strauss as a guide. In so

doing, Fortin is the world's only, or at least most visible and vocal, Straussian

theologian. Fortin argues persuasively that the theologian must become, at least

initially, a partisan of the uneliminable tension between faith and reason if he is to

defend the possibility of theologizing in our time. Fortin thus is not an esoteric

Averroist secretly siding with Athenian rationalism against biblical faith. Rather, as

a scholarly theologian, he shows that a rejection of historicism, progressivism and

liberationism in all its forms is necessary if the horizon within which faith is

affirmed or rejected is to become recognizable again.

Classical Christianity was Christianity in "a fruitful engagement with pre-

modem
thought,"

i.e., classical Greek and Roman philosophy. The tension

between Christian faith and classical philosophy, according to Fortin, is not

primarily a conflict of mutually exclusive bodies of doctrine between which no

rapprochement is possible. Strauss asserts that Judaism and Islam "present

themselves first and foremost as divinely-revealed laws, or as all-inclusive so

cial
orders."

He regards the Hebrew Scriptures as revealing a Law that requires

humble obedience, not rational analysis. Fortin agrees that "the Bible in all its

parts comes across as not only nonphilosophical but downright
antiphilosphi-

cal."

But, he adds, "Christianity . . . first comes to sight as a faith or as a sacred

interpretation, Winter 1998, Vol. 25, No. 2
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doctrine, demanding adherence to a set of fundamental beliefs but otherwise

leaving its followers at liberty to organize their social and political lives in

accordance with norms and principles that are not specifically
religious."

One of the consequences of this difference among the three great monotheis

tic religions is that only Christian society organized itself under two powers and

two laws, one ecclesiastical and the other civil, "each with its own sphere of

competence and each relatively free in principle from interference on the part of

the other. . . . The upshot was that one was usually able to study political

phenomena in the light of reason alone without directly challenging the estab

lished religious
authority."

Another consequence is that, going beyond questions of political philosophy,

Christianity is the only one of these religions "to have incorporated the study of

philosophy into its
curriculum,"

transforming it "into an instrument capable of

leading to a more penetrating grasp of [its] religious
beliefs."

As Fortin sees it, the tension between faith and reason has to do with the

choice between them "as the respective grounds of two ways of life that are

mutually exclusive in so far as each one claims absolute superiority over the

other."

This tension became acute in the thirteenth century with the translation

of Aristotle's Politics, when "the Middle Ages was introduced for the first time

to a fully developed view of human existence that not only owed nothing to

divine revelation but could plausibly be construed as a viable alternative to
it."

Philosophy thus understood would no longer be the handmaiden of theology but

its potentially deadly rival: "If it could be shown conclusively that God has

nothing to do with this world, has no knowledge or control over human affairs,

and does not mete out justice in the next world, theology was in
ruins."

For,

says Fortin, "What distinguishes the philosophical mind at its highest is its

determination to withhold judgment on any issue in regard to which human

reason alone is unable to arrive at a definite
conclusion."

The fundamental

point at issue between philosophy and revelation therefore seems to be whether

reason is sufficient unto itself as a guide to life and to understanding of the

world.

One may ask, of course, why unaided reason is better than aided reason. As

Saint Augustine said, quoting a mistranslation of Isaiah, nisi crediteritis, non

intelligetis unless you believe, you will not understand. Revelation may en

lighten reason instead of replacing it. But, following Strauss, Fortin maintains

that the tension between faith and reason can never be fully reconciled: "Per

fected reason or philosophy cannot disprove the claims of divine revelation and

divine revelation cannot establish its own claims except by means of arguments
that are fully convincing only to those who have already acquiesced in its au
thority."

This leaves unanswered the question on what grounds one might ac

quiesce; could they be rational, even if not fully probative?

Fortin clarifies the reason for the irresolvable nature of the tension in these

terms:
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Only . a philosophy that has succeeded in giving an adequate account of the

universe in terms of its intrinsic causes, as distinguished from a philosophy that

understands itself as an unfinished and unfinishable quest for the truth, can claim to

have ruled out the possibility of divine revelation; and, conversely, only a theology

that has succeeded in dispelling the mystery in which it is ultimately grounded,

even if by so doing it should destroy itself, can command universal assent.

This tension, however, need not be deplored: "It can be fruitful as long as one

knows how to live it, or as long as philosophy remains open to theology and

theology to
philosophy."

The conversion of the Roman Empire and the subsequent medieval world to

Christianity had the significant effect on political thought of denying the pri

macy of the political:

By calling human beings to a higher destiny and reserving the best part of their

existence for the service of God, it effectively destroyed the regime as a total way

of life. It cultivated a passion for an elusive kingdom of God beyond history and

thus tended to turn people's minds away from the only realities that reason is

capable of knowing by itself. In the process, civil society was displaced as the locus

of virtue and the object of one's strongest and most noble attachments. . . . One's

eternal salvation mattered more than the fate of empires.

The Christian view of the world transcends the limits of unaided reason and

not only relativizes politics but sees the universe as contingent, dependent on

the continuing creative act of God, and governed by His providence. Although,

as Fortin insists, there is no particular political theory or political order that can

be deduced from the New Testament, and therefore churchmen should be reluc

tant to make statements on most political issues, a Christian world is very

different from a pagan one, and a universe created by a personal God is by no

means the same kind of place as an uncreated one.

Fortin also follows Strauss in seeing modern political philosophy as having
arisen in the seventeenth century out of "a radical critique of and final break

with the entire tradition of ancient and medieval
thought."

The break may have

been prepared for by certain late-medieval philosophical and theological theo

ries, in particular the nominalism of William of Ockham and others, and was

consummated by Machiavelli toward the beginning of the sixteenth century.

Fortin describes it in these terms:

The new theory is most clearly distinguishable from the old by its doctrinairism. It

is no longer guided by a discussion of the various political regimes and, ultimately,

the best political regime. Rather, it teaches that there is one and only one just or

legitimate regime, and it further holds that this just regime is attainable anywhere

and at anytime. Its elaboration was the result of the cooperation of two basic

premises: the realism or anti-utopianism [e.g., of Machiavelli] which had been the

soul of the modern development since its inception, and the transformation of
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science into a project ordered exclusively to the conquest of nature and the relief of

man's estate. Hence, what had begun as a critique of utopianism became itself a

Utopia, but a realizable one: Thanks to the benefactions of modern science and the

newly-posited identity of its goals with those of civil society, man could look

forward, not indeed to a new heaven, but to a new earth with its glittering prospect

of a 'shared, abundant, and
secured'

but otherwise unregulated life. . . Popular

enlightenment would succeed where both Christianity and classical philosophy had

failed, not by effecting a change in the cave dwellers, but by inundating the cave

with new light.

It is the essence of Fortin's thesis that, to the contrary, the modern project

has itself been a failure because of its "desire to enhance the effectiveness of

human activity by lowering its
standards."

In Straussian terms, modern thought

has lowered the sights in order to ensure that politics would aim at goals that it

could be sure of reaching. Fortin's thesis is that the modern project, as it has

flowered in today's liberalism, has failed because from the beginning it con

tained the seeds of its own collapse:

I refer to such notions as individual or subjective rights and their substitution for

duties as the primary moral counter; the state of nature and its concomitants, viz.,

social contractualism and the denial of the naturalness of civil society; the

repudiation of natural teleology and its replacement by scientific mechanism;

freedom as self-determination or autonomy versus heteronomy; popular sovereignty

as a requirement of justice; the theory and not just the practice of religious

pluralism; the idea of progress; and, more recently, the extrusion of ethics from the

realm of politics, value neutrality, and the radical historicity of human thought.

Or, as he puts it on another page, since the time of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, "the

whole of modern thought . . . has been a series of heroic attempts to reconstruct

a world of human meaning and value on the basis of Rousseau's and our own

purely mechanistic understanding of the
universe."

Fortin is therefore severely critical of liberal democracy but, I would add,

not because it is democratic but because it is liberal and has degenerated into "a

permissive egalitarianism that guarantees everyone the right to think and choose

as he
pleases."

The freedom of thought and speech that was once defended as

an incentive to pursue the truth has been detached from that end because we

have come to believe that the quest is futile. "The new wisdom is that there is

no wisdom. Since all absolutes are ruled out, only freedom is left absolute

freedom, of
course."

But this idea of freedom has a destructive effect on democratic government:

"In the absence of any natural hierarchy of ends, it becomes impossible to rank

people on the basis of the choice that they make of this or that particular
value."

It is also impossible to rank objects of choice, since liberals now believe

that it is choice that creates value and not the other way around. "Modern man
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looms before us as a blind
cyclops,"

says Fortin, "deprived of any horizon that

could lend permanent meaning to his life and left with no criterion that would

enable him to distinguish between the right and wrong use of the immense

power that the emancipation of technology has placed at his
disposal."

All citizens being equal, all their choices are of equal value, so long as they

do not prevent fellow-citizens from exercising their freedom of choice. Popular

government thus becomes a mechanism for registering and reconciling people's

subjective choices. In this situation both revealed religion and classical political

philosophy are left with nothing to offer in the way of intellectually valid public

guidance:

Liberal democracy is unique among regimes in that it does not seek to define the

goals of human existence or produce a specific type of human being. Its object is

rather to provide a neutral framework within which each individual is allowed to

choose his own goal and find his own way to it. . Contrary to its stated aim,

[however,] liberal democracy breeds a specific type of human being, one that is

defined by an unprecedented openness to all human possibilities. What this leads to

most of the time is neither Nietzschean creativity, nor a noble dedication to some

pregiven ideal, nor a deeper religious life, nor a rich and diversified society, but

easygoing indifference and mindless conformism.

As Alexis de Tocqueville saw and Fortin agrees, "Christianity and democ

racy could live in peace with and support each other . . . but the harmony
between them had been purchased at the price of an extraordinary accommoda

tion to the spirit of
modernity."

Fortin does not propose rejection of democracy
or of its principle of religious freedom. But he is skeptical of the good effects of

Vatican IPs Declaration on Religious Freedom ("The record to date is not reas

suring") and says that "no one who has given any thought to the spiritual confu

sion, not to say bankruptcy, of modern life thinks that the separation of church

and state is always and everywhere the best possible solution to the
problem."

On the other hand, "America is not about to renege on its commitment to the

principle of
separation"

so the best we can do is to accept it while becoming
aware of and attempting to mitigate "some of its less desirable

features."

Yet Fortin does not advocate or want a theocracy. He admits that it is too

facile to assert that the Church (he is thinking primarily of his own church, the

Roman Catholic) should refrain from statements on political matters, since

some political issues are also very much moral ones. "Political
issues,"

how

ever, "are inherently controversial and divisive. They rarely admit of clear-cut

solutions and leave room for reasonable disagreement on the part of decent and

thoughtful
persons."

For this reason the Church should be hesitant to involve

itself in them.

The leaders of the Catholic Church in the United States, Fortin believes,

have tended to ignore that advice.
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Prodded by a growing number of progressives within their own ranks and on their

own staff, the Roman Catholic bishops of this country have seen fit to pronounce

themselves on virtually every major issue to come up for public discussion in recent

years, from the ratification of the SALT Agreements and the Panama Canal treaties

to nuclear disarmament, military conscription, conscientious objection, multinational

corporations, capital punishment, national health insurance, federal aid to nonpublic

schools, and world hunger.

Fortin is dubious of the wisdom of such intrusions into the political process

because "the Church has not been divinely mandated to restructure
society."

Her role is to teach the divine revelation, to inspire the faith that accepts it, and

to inculcate the way of life that follows from it. These doctrines will include an

overarching view of the universe, of the moral order found in it, of the nature of

man and society, and of their relationship to God the Creator and Redeemer.

Such doctrines furnish the framework of moral and political judgments by stat

ing the higher goals of men and societies, and marking the outer boundaries

that laws and policies may not transgress. These are no small contributions to

the establishment and maintenance of good and just social orders. But they do

not lead by mathematically exact reasoning to detailed conclusions about cut

ting the capital gains tax, welfare reform, or the peace process in the world's

varied trouble spots.

There is more, much more, to Fortin's writings than the above sketch indi

cates. Although, as a collection of previously published essays, his volumes are

not a full and detailed account of Christian political thought, they serve to fill a

gap in the way the history of political theory has too often been taught, skip

ping from Cicero to Machiavelli, with a nod to Augustine and Aquinas in

between. He deals extensively with Augustine, Aquinas and, at somewhat sur

prising length, with Dante, but also with such early Christian writers as Clement

of Alexandria, Basil the Great, and Arnobius. He also has several critical essays

on ancient, medieval, modern, and contemporary natural-law doctrines. Among
more recent writers he discusses at some length are Nietzsche, Troeltsch, Hans

Blumenberg, Gadamer, and, of course, Leo Strauss.

As Fortin himself says, "A number of interlocking themes, all of them con

troversial, form the warp and woof of these collected
essays."

He is not a man

to shun controversy and will not be surprised when he encounters it. I will

conclude by mentioning a few bones that I have to pick with him.

I have never agreed with his insistence that modern papal teaching on natu

ral or, as we now say, human rights is a significant departure from traditional

natural-law doctrine, which emphasized duties over rights. He attributes to

Aquinas the view that "even without divine grace [human] nature is complete in
itself and possesses its own intrinsic perfection in that it has within itself that by
means of which it is capable of attaining its

end."

But this is an understanding
of Aquinas that is no longer commonly held. Finally, Fortin acknowledges that
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Dante wrote as a Christian, but says that whether he also thought as a Christian

is open to question.

Applying Strauss's methodology to Dante's Divine Comedy, Fortin makes

Dante out to be an esoteric writer who may have concealed his doubts
about the

truth of the Christian faith, in a poem that most readers would take as an

allegory of that faith, but whose true meaning perceptive readers would under

stand. "It would be interesting to say the
least,"

Fortin comments, "ifDante, the

author of the most famous Christian poem in our tradition, had slyly refused to

pronounce himself on so crucial a
matter."

But he adds that "the contention that

the deeper layers of the Comedy leave room for doubt concerning the religious

convictions of its author runs counter to the bulk of contemporary opinion and

is apt to be greeted by a fair amount of skepticism by most
readers."

Indeed.

Ernest Fortin is a controversial writer, but therefore thought provoking. He is

also vastly learned, widely read in several languages, and informative. And, for

all of his pessimism about the intellectual and moral bankruptcy of the present

age, he ends on a note of hope: "The sense of disintegration that so many of our

thoughtful contemporaries have experienced is itself an invitation to undertake

a fresh or nontraditional assessment of the tradition to which the ruling con

sciousness of our day is the mostly unconscious
heir."
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Francis Bacon is remembered today chiefly as one of the founders of mod

ern science, for which he conceived a new mode of inquiry (rigorous experi

ment rather than naive experience), a new type of knowledge (dynamical laws

rather than substantial forms), and a new ultimate goal (mastery of nature rather

than pure theoria). In this excellent study Robert Faulkner sets out to examine

not Bacon's science but his "project for progressive
civilization,"

that is, his

comprehensive plan for transforming the human world, a plan in which Bacon's

scientific writings play "only the most conspicuous
part."

What emerges is a

portrait of Bacon as a profound student of Machiavelli who introduced key

innovations, primarily with a view to "private security, limited government,

economic growth, and progress in conquering
nature."

According to Faulkner,

our modern world and its project of perpetual progress bear the distinctive

stamp of Bacon's "much modified
Machiavellianism."

In reading Bacon, Faulk

ner seeks a confrontation with "the principles of progress in their original clar

ity and
vigor,"

in part with a view to "prudent discrimination and philosophic

rethinking."

In an age of "postmodern disillusionment with
modernity,"

Faulk

ner suggests that the thoughtful citizen ought to be prepared to "defend the

benefits of
progress"

or at least to reconsider them while being aware of the

defects and advantages (pp. 3-8).

Faulkner finds the Baconian project most fully elaborated in the Essays or

Counsels, Civil and Moral, Bacon's "practical work par
excellence"

(p. 273),

containing his "comprehensive pictures of progressive morals, politics, and the

ology"

(p. 20). While the 58 essays offer a "tantalizing mixture of obscurity and

lucidity"

(p. 27), Faulkner claims to have discovered the teaching concealed

beneath their disorderly surface. In the Essays, writes Faulkner, Bacon "man

ages to turn traditional opinions into enlightened opinions and to do this while

disguising the
transformation"

(p. 28). The work as a whole, like each essay,

"moves from undermining to
establishing."

The sequence of essays begins with

"corrosion of the most authoritative received
pieties,"

advances to "production

of a new-model, progressive
nation-state,"

and culminates in "intimations of a

new-model progressive
civilization"

(p. 29). Bacon's revolution is "more insin

uated than
imposed"

(p. 28), and Faulkner's careful interpretations of the
indi-
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vidual essays shed much light on the dark and devious Baconian "art of enlight

enment."

After surveying the literary divisions of the Essays that correspond to "dif

ferent stages in the work of overturning a
world"

(pp. 30, 41), Faulkner turns to

examine specific passages that clarify Bacon's relation to Machiavelli. Accord

ing to Faulkner, Bacon's four explicit references to Machiavelli in the Essays

reveal both his fundamental harmony with Machiavelli's teaching and his deci

sive corrections of Machiavelli's application of that teaching (p. 59). That is,

Bacon's quarrel with Machiavelli proves to be only "over means, although vast

means extending to whole
civilizations"

(p. 61).

Faulkner shows that Bacon, no less than Machiavelli, admires "the imperial

glory that attends the head of a conquering
sect."

Like Machiavelli, he is also

profoundly impressed by the worldly success of the Christian religion, which he

traces to "Christ's promise of satisfaction, a promise of
immortality."

But Ba

con aims to surpass Machiavelli's imitation of Christ by supplying "an analo

gous vision of future
satisfaction"

(viz., the project of progress), relying less on

fear than Machiavelli and more on hope. He recommends the adoption of a

"humane cause that retains an aura of Christian
charity."

Yet Baconian charity

is still only a means to personal glory, and the humanity he envisages is rooted

in
"malignity"

and in the desire for "private domination on the grandest
scale."

Bacon's "politic and artificial nourishing and entertaining of
hopes"

is thus

merely a continuation of Machiavellian policy by other means (pp. 61-65).

Bacon also dissents from Machiavelli's favorable judgment as to the utility

of wars and conspiracies. Instead, writes Faulkner, he seeks to transform human

divisions of class and sect into a mutually useful division of labor and advance

ment. Faced with partisan disputes, princes should strive to appear neutral and

impartial. Under the Baconian regime, seditions and troubles will give way to a

new civil order, founded on general institutions of a progressive economy. Ba

con commends the efficacy of custom in promoting a climate of discipline

favorable to
"business,"

the indispensable engine of progress (pp. 70-73).

Much as Machiavelli admires imperial republics for redirecting factional enmity

against a common foe, Bacon would unite both princes and peoples in a perpet

ual war on poverty, conducted on a global scale, all presumably under the aegis

of Baconian science (pp. 66-70). Indeed, the advancement of science and the

conquest of nature are the chief tenets of Bacon's new sect, which will satisfy

the longings of the few for glory and of the many for peace, security, long life,
and a rising standard of living (pp. 73-79).

In the second part of his book, Faulkner investigates Bacon's "individual
ism,"

i.e., his "discovery of a needy self that must make its own provision to

the point of making its own
world"

(p. 87). Bacon replaces classical ethics with

the doctrine of the "self-made
man"

(p. 91). The ground of action is not the

distinction between good and bad but the self's recoiling from death and its

concomitant wish to
"endure"

or
"continue"

(pp. 92, 273). Nature is not a guide
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to conduct but an implacable adversary, to be subdued by custom and art. For

Bacon, in contrast to Hobbes, the important passion is not fear of death but

anger at our mortality, which spurs the ambitious to secure an enduring name

for themselves and thus "have their revenge of
nature"

(p. 101). According to

Faulkner, Bacon does not wish to soothe this anger but to arouse it, render it

more effective, and procure for it a more lasting satisfaction.

Faulkner indicates the problematic character of the Baconian self-made man

(p. 104). For Bacon, there is no soul whose dignity can be measured by external

standards, only a self that employs the "arts of
ostentation"

to achieve a "great

place"

for itself (p. 109). But, apart from its overpowering drive to endure, the

Baconian self is
"hollow,"

empty of content, nothing but a "constructed image

that can win a state of
security"

(pp. 103, 274). Does the ambitious man then

truly achieve a victory over nature, or does nature, as an impersonal force

acting within him, merely goad him on in his struggle against death? If the self

is a construct, who is the constructor? This is the difficulty implicit in modern

thought as a whole: human autonomy proves elusive when man, in his cam

paign to conquer nature, lays siege to human nature itself.

The third part of Faulkner's book addresses Bacon's politics, and especially

his doctrine of "the
state."

Faulkner argues for Bacon's thought as an important

source of the modern nation-state, "given over to economic and industrial

growth and presided over by a republican but effective
government"

(p. 145).

More fundamentally, writes Faulkner, Bacon follows Machiavelli in understand

ing
"state"

primarily as an "instrument of the self (pp. 154-55), i.e., an acquis

itive "state of
mind,"

and hence "separable from
government."

Bacon's new

state, "unconcerned with either salvation or
virtue"

(p. 147), is instead merely

an "engine for channeling human
energy,"

so as to satisfy "both the glory-

seeking few and the security-seeking
majority"

(p. 154). Faulkner offers a per

suasive reading of Bacon's History of the Reign ofKing Henry VII as a model

of enlightened despotism, in which the force and fraud of Machiavellian state

craft are moderated by the addition of laws, economic policies, and civil institu

tions that eventually supplant the despot altogether. In Bacon's New Atlantis,

Faulkner finds not only a "seminal vision of progressive
society"

packaged to

appeal to the people, but also a more ominous teaching: that the achievement of

progress through control of nature requires the management of peoples by con

trol of human nature (p. 229-30). In order to "mobilize the young and
daring"

to embrace his project, Bacon in the New Atlantis deliberately exaggerates the

goods and conceals the evils that technological progress will bring (p. 244). In

fact, however, Bacon foresaw and accepted the ugly truth of modern science

which C. S. Lewis expounds in The Abolition of Man: that man's dominion

over nature will always mean in practice the dominion of some men over other

men (p. 254).

In his last chapter Faulkner turns to the question of the foundation of Ba

con's project. Did Bacon found his new science primarily for the sake
of theory
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or of practice? Faulkner appears to answer unequivocally: Bacon "abandons

altogether"

philosophy as the ancients meant it, i.e., "as a quest for the most

comprehensive
truth"

(pp. 267-68). Bacon himself was not moved by the love

of wisdom but hy the aspiration to "immortality or an aspiration

best satisfied by the lasting fame accorded to founders and discoverers. Bacon's

great project, comprising both the new progressive civilization and the new

experimental science, was chiefly intended to keep Bacon's own name alive (p.

96). According to Faulkner, Bacon was describing himself when he spoke of

the "gigantine state of
mind"

of those rare men who wish to "give form to the

world, according to their own
humors"

(pp. 64-65). Further, Faulkner traces

Bacon's paramount desire for glory to a "spirited revulsion from
death"

and "a

passion for
revenge"

fueled by "anger at his natural
state"

(pp. 273, 99-103).

Like Machiavelli, Bacon was a "wise
malignant,"

i.e., a benefactor whose hu

manity is rooted in malice, and whose great deeds are no more than a means to

put a permanent and personal stamp on the world (pp. 63-64). In short, Bacon

was merely the angriest of the angry men described in the Essays or at any

rate the one best able to satisfy his anger.

Nonetheless, while insisting that Bacon's highest aim is productive rather

than contemplative, Faulkner adds that Bacon sought "real knowledge of what

nature
is,"

and that his "art of interpreting
nature"

is still a "modified form of

knowing"

(pp. 268-69). The practical end of Baconian science (production of

useful effects) may dictate its cognitive form (laws of action and forces), but

Bacon still
"presumed"

that these laws would capture "the decisive
truth"

about

nature. Faulkner criticizes Bacon for this assumption, and, citing Werner

Heisenberg, he argues that modern science as a whole has sacrificed genuine

and comprehensive knowledge of nature in its pursuit of "a crusade of conquest

into the material
world."

Distorted by its practical aim, Baconian science pro

duces at best a "narrow
illumination"

of nature, at worst a systematically mis

leading "construction of utilitarian
meanings"

(pp. 271, 280 nn. 31, 33).

Powerful as this critique may be, it loses some of its force if, as Faulkner

argues, Bacon was not fundamentally interested in the truth about nature. For if

his sole concern was with "the empire of man over
things,"

Bacon could an

swer this critique by simply renouncing his claim to "real knowledge of na

ture,"

or, better still, by denying that such knowledge is available to man,

notwithstanding the pretensions of all previous philosophers.

But perhaps Bacon's assumption that his method would yield genuine

knowledge is not as arbitrary as Faulkner makes it appear. Faulkner notes that

in a few prominent places Bacon asserts emphatically the superiority of theory

to practice and praises contemplation for the serene tranquillity it affords (p.

268). But he dismisses such "traditional-sounding celebrations of contempla

tion"

as "effusive little professions of an old
faith"

or "reassurances for the
gullible."

However that may be, in several works Bacon offers a more sustained

critique of the very distinction between action and contemplation. In The New
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Organon, for example, Bacon writes that "human knowledge and human power

meet in
one"

(NO. I 3), that "these two directions, the one active, the other

contemplative, are one and the
same"

(NO. II 4), and that "truth and utility are

here the very same
thing"

(NO. I 124). As Richard Kennington has empha

sized,'

the unity of knowledge and power in Bacon's science reflects above all

his determination to discover general laws of nature, which are not only "in

operation most
useful"

but also "in knowledge most
true"

(N.O. II 4). Whether

modem science, under Bacon's guidance, has truly overcome the distinction

between theory and practice, or merely blurred it, is of course an open question.

In any event, Bacon's amalgamation of knowledge and power leaves the

ultimate goal of his science somewhat obscure. Whether utility is simply para

mount in Bacon's thought is finally a very difficult question indeed. It is by no

means clear, for example, that a devotion to mastery dictates Bacon's assertion

that "in nature nothing truly exists besides individual bodies performing pure

individual acts according to
law"

(NO. II 2). On the other hand, such a mecha

nistic conception of nature would certainly seem to facilitate, if not to invite,

the project of mastery. To solve this problem would require a fuller investiga

tion of Bacon's more theoretical writings than was evidently possible within the

scope of Faulkner's political study of Bacon. Very tentatively, one might say

that Faulkner has emphasized the Machiavellian in Bacon at the expense of the

Epicurean, or, in other words, that Bacon was in truth a student of both Machia

velli and Lucretius who corrected the teaching of each in the light of what he

learned from the other.

Neither is it clear how to assess Faulkner's conclusion that Bacon's deepest

impulse was the ambition to
"continue"

by keeping his name alive after death.

Faulkner assemblesmany passages lending powerful support to this view; but he

also concedes that Bacon does not always tell the truth, least of all about his own

motives. In the Essays, especially, it would not be altogether surprising if Bacon

wrote so as to appeal to men hungry for fame, without thereby disclosing that he

simply shared their appetites. In a passage of apparent candor (Essays 1, "Of

Truth"), Bacon remarks that by and large men cannot tolerate the truth and

instead content themselves with "vain opinions, flattering hopes, false valua

tions, imaginations as one would, and the
like."

To enlighten them, says Bacon,

would be to leave their minds "poor shrunken things, full of melancholy and

indisposition, and unpleasing to
themselves."

Is it likely that the author of these

words would content himself with the flattering hope of posthumous fame, a

good whose enjoyment, one suspects, is entirely confined to anticipation?

But if Faulkner's portrait of Bacon as an aspiring prince of
infinite ambitions

looks incomplete, he is surely right to question whether Bacon's passion for

knowledge can be simply equated with the Socratic eros for wisdom or the

Epicurean taste for tranquil pleasures. Bacon himself, unable or at
least unwill

ing to appeal to a natural human desire to know, seems hard put to account for

his own determination to seek enlightenment rather than
surrender to "the natu-
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ral but corrupt love of the lie itself (Essays 1, "Of Truth"). In the same essay

Bacon writes that "the inquiry of truth, which is the lovemaking or wooing it,

the knowledge of truth, which is the presence of it, and the belief of truth,

which is the enjoying of it, is the sovereign good of human
nature."

We could,

following Faulkner, dismiss this
"traditional"

statement as merely "a
diversion,"

wholly at odds with Bacon's reductionist science of human nature (pp. 94-95;

cf. p. 272). Or else we could take it to indicate that Bacon himself found the

pursuit of wisdom to be a self-sufficient good of a kind that his own science

was powerless to explain.

One can hardly blame Faulkner for not resolving these difficult questions

concerning the foundations of Bacon's project. His book as a whole is a fine

companion to the study of Bacon's demanding texts, and whoever wishes to

investigate Bacon's role in the origins of modernity will find here an invaluable

guide. Faulkner has authoritatively mapped the Baconian territory, lighting the

way for further explorations.

NOTE

1. Richard H. Kennington, "Bacon's Critique of Ancient Philosophy in New Organon
I,"

in

Nature and Scientific Method, Daniel 0. Dahlstrom, ed. (Washington: The Catholic University of

America Press, 1991).
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According to Sanford Kessler, author of Tocqueville's Civil Religion, pre

vious studies of Tocqueville have not dealt extensively with the role of religion

in American life, and those studies that have seriously addressed his theologi

cal-political thought have not related his reflections to the urgent issues and

controversies of the present day. Previous scholars have, therefore, largely ne

glected a stratum of Tocqueville's thought most revealing of the American char

acter and historic experience and have failed to appreciate fully Tocqueville's

remarkably subtle analysis of matters which bear upon understanding of the

origins, development, and future course of American democracy.

In emphasizing the religious theme in Tocqueville's study of American de

mocracy, Kessler's work is often provocative and always thoughtful and timely.

He offers a perspective from which those who
"superintend"

the nation's moral

ity (fathers and mothers, political figures and public persons, teachers and ar

tists, among others) can address the complex problems dividing the civic

culture and undermining the national character.

The beginning of Kessler's study quotes Tocqueville who, toward the end of

his life, gives vent to his distress aroused by the spectacle of disunion in

France. Nothing so "weighed
upon"

or
"oppressed"

his soul. "I feel it today as

sharply as I did when
young,"

he wrote. Indeed, no thought "had been more

present"

to his mind (p. 1).

The source of this disunion and distress was the wound, still unhealed,

which the French Revolution had opened in French society. The violence of

those events still reverberated in the virulent opposition between the liberal

partisans of democracy and the aristocratic partisans of the Ancien Regime who

vied for influence in post-Napoleonic France. The possibility of civil war re

mained latent there. Ultimately it reflected a
"war"

of ideas, espoused by rival

parties, which had fundamentally different conceptions of man, his respon

sibilities to God, and his relation to political society.

In the context of this
"war,"

which touched many if not all political fronts,

Tocqueville declared himself a "liberal of a new
kind,"

and attempted to bring

peace and reconciliation to his homeland in a project that would dampen the

fires of partisan controversy. To the reactionary partisans of the old order, he

revealed the triumph of democracy as historically inevitable, indeed pleasing to

interpretation, Winter 1998, Vol. 25, No. 2
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the sight of God, and taught the necessity of accommodating the new order.

Extremism in the defense of their cause was not only quixotic but would bring

their unequivocal defeat.

But to the party destined to triumph, he brought caution. If democracy was

to be compatible with human freedom and dignity, it would have to replicate

and adapt certain institutions and practices of the Ancien Regime in the context

of modernity. In the face of liberal skepticism and anticlerical animus, he ar

gued that religion remained an important element for the psychic health of

individuals, political well-being, and freedom itself. Tocqueville called America

the
"freest"

and "most
religious"

country in the world. He turned to it for

lessons to enlighten and guide his France.

Today, Kessler writes, "traditionalists and liberals are
adversaries"

once

again. America is in the grips of a "culture
war"

which, as in Tocqueville's

time, is "currently being fought on many fronts the family, the churches, the

schools and universities, and, most important, the court of public
opinion"

(p.

5). The battles are so fierce because the stakes are so high. It is the "public

culture"

that is at issue, the understanding of ourselves as a people who we

were in the past, who we are now, and what we should aspire to become.

At the heart of the controversy is the question of "ultimate
authority."

Tradi

tionalists blame the current problems in America on moral failings, a loosening

of respect for standards of human conduct ultimately based in the orthodoxies

of our Biblical faiths. Liberals, on the other hand, hold that private, rational

judgement is the only authority consistent with American principles. Our cur

rent problems reflect, not the moral shortcomings of our citizens, but the failure

of our democracy, as presently constituted, to overcome historic prejudices in

imical to individual fulfillment and to respond effectively to pressing economic

and social needs.

The culture war in America began to crystallize in the 1960s and has since

then hardened into the adament fronts we witness today. According to Kessler,

the legacy of the 1960s is ambiguous. It idealistically advanced the nation's

core principles of equality and freedom by achieving greater justice for women

and blacks and expanded the opportunities for personal development. But it

also encouraged selfish materialism and eroded family, social, and political ties.

The obvious cause of Kessler's distress as he surveys the contemporary scene is

his vision of America, now largely free of external military threat, but in the

throes of an internal moral decay that is not only ominous but palpable.

While some sound the alarm in this culture war to rally others to their side

of the barricades, Kessler alludes to the same culture war in a spirit of recon

ciliation and an attempt to overcome the nation's deep divisions. He would

consider himself a partisan of neither the traditionalist nor the liberal camp but

among a group he calls
"functionalists,"

who seek somehow to bridge the gap
between them. He stands out among this small but eclectic group in summoning

Tocqueville, perhaps the most perceptive observer of the American regime, to
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help analyze our present crisis and reflect on the ways available to us today to

deal with it prudently and effectively.

The title of Kessler's work is itself controversial. Nowhere in the Democracy
does Tocqueville explicitly use the term "civil

religion"

to describe America's

religious arrangements. Yet some scholars, including Kessler, have argued that

a "civil
religion"

has existed in the United States since the early days of the

Republic. Most others reject the idea that America's public philosophy is

grounded in religion. Many would see the idea of a "civil
religion"

as "distaste
ful,"

if not
"dangerous,"

in conjuring up "an uncritical worship of American
values."

Others see the term as a mere "academic
construct"

unreflective of

social reality. Americans, even in the present day, ground their beliefs in the

traditional religions. The idea of a "civil
religion"

is, for them, more a
"threat"

to be resisted than the healthy core of public belief. Indeed, the idea of a unique

"civil
religion"

would distort the rich variety of religious experiences that have

taken root on the grounds of First Amendment freedoms (pp. 7-8).

Kessler makes explicit what he means by a "civil
religion."

If religion may roughly be defined as a means through which human beings

recognize and revere God, civil religion refers to a religion (or elements of religious

belief and practice) which purports to be theocentric but is in fact designed to serve

secular, as opposed to transcendent or otherworldly ends. (P. 7)

He contends that not all faiths but the vast majority of American churches

today, as well as the vast majority of churches observed and admired by

Tocqueville, have played such a role.

Kessler broadly characterizes our
"mainline"

religious sects in this regard. In

contrast to traditional Christian groups, then and now, they have shifted the

locus of moral authority to the individual. Divine revelation is no longer "the

ultimate arbiter of duty and
faith."

Mainline American Christianity is more

"anthropocentric"

than
"theocentric"

and more compatable with the secular

goals of the American regime than with strict Biblical morality, Kessler argues.

"Historically, these faiths strengthened our national character, contributed to our

economic prosperity, and muted religious conflict in ways that traditional Chris

tianity could never
do."

Ours is "no longer a genuine biblical
faith."

It has been
"civilized"

in ways that fittingly benefit a modern democracy (p. 9).

Kessler's work has nine chapters where this thesis is fleshed out. Chapter 1

serves as an introduction and lays out the considerable ambitions of his study.

The next three chapters deal with Tocqueville his "approach to religion"; his

conception of a
"new"

Christianity; and the "religious
statesmanship"

he pur

sued to serve its cause. The next three chapters, 5 through 7, deal with America

proper its "religious horizon"; Christianity's role in America's "political

health"; and the "secularization of American
morals."

The last two chapters, 8

and 9, respectively "sum
up"

and deal with "future
prospects"

for the country.
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The "common
spring"

of all human judgements and actions, Tocqueville

thought, can be found in "the very general conception men have of God, of His

relations with the human race, of the nature of the soul and of their duties to

their
fellows"

(p. 22). It seems fair to apply Tocqueville's observations about

men in this regard to Tocqueville himself, and this Kessler does in Chapter 2.

He searches
the"

"common
spring"

of Tocqueville's thought by relating it to

"three
giants"

with whom he "lived a bit every
day"

when writing parts of the

Democracy Pascal, Rousseau, and Montesquieu.

Tocqueville remained outwardly the devout Catholic throughout his life and

received the Last Sacraments. Even his most intimate correspondence is cir

cumspect on the matter of his religious orthodoxy. His Democracy is punctu

ated with reflections from Pascal and suffused with a Pascalian mood, born of

an ardent soul seized by the most important metaphysical questions. Despite

Tocqueville's outward conformity to orthodox Catholicism and a deep affinity

for Pascal's confrontion with the implications of the modern world view, Kes

sler sees Tocqueville ultimately as a skeptic, the
"springs"

of whose thought are

found in the religious reflections of Rousseau and, to an even greater degree,

Montesquieu.

His contention is based on Tocqueville's writings themselves, particularly

the Democracy. The argument therein is in no way "Scriptually
based"

nor does

it aim at establishing a regime of Biblical piety. Its aim is democratic freedom,

and the author is willing to modify traditional orthodoxies when the require

ments of freedom would be compromised. Religion is to serve the interest of

society and a prideful citizenry conscious of their equal rights. Such thought

represents a radical inversion of former orthodoxies and the old order of things.

Following Rousseau and Montesquieu, Tocqueville did not think traditional

Christianity appropriate for free, democratic societies and sought to replace the

Biblical faith with a modern civil religion, "Christian in name but secular in

orientation"

(p. 42). In the end, Kessler believes Tocqueville less indebted to

Rousseau than Montesquieu, who designed his civil religion primarily to pro

tect the rights of individuals and to counter despotism in a mild and tolerant

commercial republic. His differences with Rousseau come into sharpest focus in

his discussion of the "tyranny of the
majority"

and other threats to freedom

posed by the radical equality upon which Rousseauan politics is based. Like

Montesquieu, Tocqueville is also much more open than Rousseau, to say the

least, to human acquisitiveness and the pursuit of a fuller panoply of human

pleasures. On the other hand, his treatment of sexual morality and the family is

redolent with themes from the author of Emile.

Tocqueville does not present his thoughts on religion systematically, Kessler

observes in Chapter 3. He sees him as cautiously proceeding "to fashion a

democratic version of Christianity which retained only the elements of the tra

ditional faiths compatable with
freedom"

(p. 51). Kessler objects to certain

critics who see his efforts as leaving the ancient faiths pale and bloodless and
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tied to salutary myths. Some claim he is so obvious in his utilitarian approach

to religion as to undermine the convictions he wishes to sustain.

Kessler sees Tocqueville as both subtler and bolder than generally allowed.

By "silently eliminating illiberal doctrines or replacing them with democratic

counterparts"

(p. 51), he avoids upsetting "settled
convictions"

while putting

"new
life"

in society's beliefs. Ours is an age little receptive to new prophets.

Tocqueville seeks to reinvigorate as well as reform the religious spirit in a

manner compatable with the times.

To bring Christianity into the new age, Tocqueville downplays the signifi

cance of dogma. But in emphasizing practice, he shades our understanding of

certain Christian virtues, such as humility, which is inimical to the character of

a politically assertive citizenry. He transformed the "traditional
indifference"

in

the Christian attitude toward government to one of support for liberal democ

racy. Finally, and most importantly, he de-emphasized the otherworldly, altru

istic character of Christian morality, appropriate to aristocratic times, by

grounding it firmly in the doctrine of "self-interest, rightly
understood."

According to Tocqueville, the ideals and rhetoric of Christianity must

change. God's will is to be seen in history, not by miraculous interventions, but

by the inevitable development toward democracy and material progress, born of

human science. The intermediate powers in Church organization would be bet

ter eliminated, while the intermediary powers of angels and saints in the heav

enly organization should be downplayed in our secular age. No less than a new

"poetry"

is required to shape the imagination and educate the sentiments of

man. Such considerations are born of the Rousseauean insight, crucial to

Tocquevillian thought, that mores are more fundamental than laws and institu

tions in determining the character of men and regimes. "Tocqueville's Religious
Statesmanship,"

the title of Chapter 4, can best be appreciated against the back

ground of the history of postrevolutionary France. The Catholic Church in

France was an integral part of the Ancien Regime, lending its support to the

monarchy and the aristocratic principles on which it was based. The monarchy,

in turn, gave to the clergy considerable powers, both direct and indirect, in

helping it govern the affairs of the realm. This union of Church and State was

the situation in which religious statesmanship was called upon to operate. But

the Catholic clergy fatally erred in supporting the historic alliance when the

Ancien Regime clashed with the emerging demands of democracy and freedom.

At the revolutionary moment, the Church was singled out for attack for

having earlier antagonized and persecuted those who stood for change. It was

the most exposed element in the old order, and its previous intransigence pre

cipitated the violence that was brought to target its fall. As the example of

America indicates, however, there is no inherent or inevitable tension between

religion and democracy. To a large degree, the sorry spectacle that France had

presented, the opposite of America's happy experience in this regard, can be

traced to particular circumstances and the shortcomings of religious and
pohti-
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cal authorities who did not see the situation clearly or who sought to maintain

their former privileges in spite of it.

The lessons to draw are many. These include the necessity of a separation of

the affairs of Church and State. This preserves the arenas of public policy from

being embroiled in sectarian controversies. But it is even more important for

religious associations in freeing them from divisive political controversies and

allowing the full force of their teachings to enter the souls of their listeners

unclouded by the passions and vanities of the day. In the spectacle of revolu

tionary France, we contemplate the self-defeating intransigence of the forces of

reaction. But we also contemplate a democratic politics, once having cut the

moral tie to its religious anchor, buffeted into violence and despotism.

How America achieved a "happy combination of religion, enlightenment,

and
freedom"

that escaped France is the subject of Chapter 5 in Kessler's study.

Tocqueville attributes America's success in advancing religion to four interre

lated causes: the Puritan origins, which made Christianity an integral part of the

American character; the absence of a destructive social revolution, as in France;

America's ongoing appreciation of religion's usefulness; and the separation of

Church and State.

Kessler's commentary gives due consideration to the Puritans, America's

true founders, according to Tocqueville. Tocqueville anticipates later schol

arship in pointing to the large contribution Puritan principles and practice made

to forming our political institutions and national character.

As described by Tocqueville, Puritanism was a unique blend of "the spirit of

religion and the spirit of
freedom."

It was Biblical Judaism that inspired the

Puritan "passion for
orthodoxy"

and "respect for religious
authority."

But the

"spirit of
freedom"

is derived from the New Testament and is deeply demo

cratic. It can be traced to the historic figure of Christ, who taught that human

beings had an "equal right ... at birth to
liberty"

(p. 83). The God-intoxicated

Puritans were the most radical of democrats, as communitarian self-rule coex

isted with the sternest strictures of Biblical morality.

According to Tocqueville, this "mixed
regime"

was inherently unstable, and

the Puritan's peculiar synthesis was not to last. The Puritan "spirit of
freedom"

eventually held sway and was embedded in American constitutionalism. As it

worked itself out, it transformed the Biblical Protestantism of our origins into a

pragmatic, anthropocentric faith.

Thomas Jefferson, according to Kessler, introduced an "enlightenment ver

sion of this
spirit"

to America. He best articulated the thinking that inspired the

First Amendment attempt to separate Church and State and elevate individual

reason, in place of the Bible, as the ultimate source of religious authority. Kes

sler's comparison of Jefferson and Tocqueville is particularly acute and helpful.

He shows how Jeffersonianism actually worked out in practice. The rationally

autonomous individual who is to arbitrate the ultimate truth and relevance of
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religious matters in fact capitulates to widely held religious opinion, ready at

hand.

The democratic dogma is not severe or demanding. Among other tenets, it

fervently believes in both the sovereignty of the people and the autonomy of

individual reason; it holds that self-interest is honorable, if "rightly under

stood"; it looks to the indefinite improvement of the species. These beliefs

made Americans, for the most part, "thisworldly rather than otherworldly,

proud rather than humble, selfish rather than altruistic, and rational rather than

pious"

(p. 97).

Because such beliefs are so facile and serviceable, they were likely to per

sist, and America would benefit for a long time from its religion, such as it is.

Here we look in vain for a Blaise Pascal, whose body and soul were
"racked"

by the intensity of metaphysical inquiries that brought his early death. Ameri

cans, in contrast, are a rather easygoing lot. Their metaphysical longings are cut

short by received opinion or forgotten in other pursuits. In America, the con

cerns of the body leave very little time or space for the higher concerns of the

soul. In Chapter 6, Kessler indicates the considerable contribution that this

"new"

Christianity nevertheless made to the political health of the regime.

Religious ideas enhanced the public morality and sensitized overweening

majorities to minority rights. They fostered political moderation in the public

forums where interests and parties clashed. They erected "insurmountable bar
riers"

to the politically ambitious, "forcing them to respect rights in word and

deed"

(p. 121).

But this religion's greatest benefit to America lies in its effects on the char

acters of men and women. It counters the most pernicious tendency for men to

abandon public affairs and broader concerns while concentrating on private

interests and the narrow circle of those closest to them. It sustains traditional

feelings of obligation and interconnectedness in a society where they would

otherwise wane. It stimulates the growth of voluntary associations devoted to

Christian purposes that draw men together in moral or charitable enterprises. It

impresses on men the seriousness of their marital obligations. Through such

conventions as holidays and the
"Judaical"

observation of the Sabbath, it has

elevated American tastes, has helped purify sentiments, and has restrained ex

cessive materialism.

Kessler distinguishes himself in his commentary by giving due consideration

to the status of women and the role of the family in Tocqueville's analysis of

American democracy. "The secularization of
morals,"

the subject of Chapter 7,

has affected the sexual mores of the nation. The women Tocqueville observed

had little in common with their Puritan forbears. Nor were they like their coun

terparts in the better classes of France, who were cosseted by their men but

ridiculed and disdained in private meetings with their fellows.

The American woman was raised and grew up in unprecedented freedom,
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which she used to learn the ways of the world and judge the character of men.

Unlike aristocratic customs which persisted elsewhere, she chose her own part

ner, and physical attraction was considered a natural and legitimate basis of

marriage. Such an arrangement presumably reduced the possibility of licen

tiousness after marriage or at least made it less justified. It also gave to women

crucial leverage to control the sexual approaches of men and to shape their

behavior.

After marriage, the woman retreated to the home and there played a discreet

role that was equal, if not superior, to that of men in many respects. The man

had primary influence over the external affairs of the family; the woman pre

sided over its internal arrangements. There was a seriousness to the marriage

bond. But the honor and fear which suffused the aristocratic-patriarchical fam

ily structure disappeared, and its rigid hierarchies melted into a sweeter har

mony in the hands of an artful wife and mother.

If democracy shaped the role of women and the family, they in turn shaped

democracy. Within the family, the woman became the custodian of the nation's

morality and transmitted the religious heritage to new generations. The woman

was drawn to her role as the measure of her dignity and happiness. The chastity
which grounds healthy families was ultimately guaranteed by the public opinion

she followed and crucially shaped. Tocqueville marvels that in such a rough

country women could travel freely in safety. The language of men in the street

as well as on the written page would not venture to violate feminine sensi

bilities.

Kessler's commentary in no way overstates the powers of our religious ar

rangements, however, As he argues in some detail in Chapter 8, the easygoing
American Christianity, grounded in self-interest, was inadequate to the great

moral challenge of slavery, which Tocqueville thought could end the American

democracy. It did not prevail against the racism that was the legacy of slavery

either, although Kessler is somewhat optimistic regarding recent signs of prog

ress in our race relations.

Kessler insists that Tocqueville himself was less sanguine than is commonly

thought about the powers of the
"new"

Christianity to perpetuate itself. Tocque

ville stood at two
centuries'

distance from the small band of dogmatic Puritans

when he observed the teeming population of secular and enterprising Ameri

cans in the 1830s. We stand at a distance of more than a century and a half

from the conditions he observed. To say the least, America has changed dramat

ically socially, politically, and culturally. One has only to think of the role of

women, then and now, and the status of chastity in contemporary mores.

The civil religion that previously existed has been irrevocably weakened by
two historic waves. The first lasted from the end of the nineteenth century to

the 1930s. Among other factors, "the increasing diversity of the American melt

ing pot, the triumph of science, and the gradual popular acceptance of non-

Christian beliefs and values made America more
secular"

(p. 171). The
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symbolic event of this transitional era, according to Kessler, was the Scopes

trial. The second wave came in the 1960s, which witnessed the weakening hold

of all traditions, including, most notably, our religiosity. It was, as another has

observed, a time when a marginal "adversary
culture"

was brought to the very

heart of middle-class America.

Kessler ends his work with a statesmanlike appeal to traditionalists, includ

ing clergymen, to moderate their rhetoric and curb their impolitic tendencies to

crash the wall that has separated them from the political arena. He laments the

practices of certain sects to
"market"

themselves by embracing fasionable social

causes and employing the latest fads in popular psychology to brandish their

"relevance."

At the same time, he counsels liberals to end their indiscriminate hostility

toward religion. He offers an array of policy initiatives, such as school prayer,

which might build a more supportive public environment for religion in a man

ner that respects the diversity of our religious views and practices. He calls

upon public figures to use the power of their office, their secular pulpits, and

the example of their persons to reflect religious values.

But such advice, if it is to be effective, presumes an underlying vitality of

religious belief that Kessler has largely questioned. Although Kessler probably

would not state it so baldly, the weakening of our public faith and the debase

ment of our public culture are perhaps too far advanced. One gains an impres

sion concerning Kessler analagous to what was said of Tocqueville by a

contemporary scholar (whom Kessler approvingly cites), that there is a tension

between his recommendations for helping liberal democracy and his analysis of

the tenuousness of his own solutions.

The
"spirit"

of Tocqueville is reflected in Kessler's brooding forebodings

when he contemplates the future in light of the present and what has been

irretrievably lost from the past. It is also reflected in his manly refusal to suc

cumb to such a feeling by capitulating before the problems we face.

To sum up Kessler, he has largely achieved what he has set out to do. He has

elucidated a most crucial element of Tocqueville's thought and enriched our

understanding of American democracy. He has provided an invaluable frame

work to view its current crisis. His hope, as he states it, is modest. He wants to

contribute in "some small way to strengthening
freedom,"

while "doing justice

to Tocqueville's noble
spirit"

(Preface, pp. xi-xii).

Among many of the lasting impressions
of this book is one of the thoughtful-

ness and decency of its author, who writes in a climate that is all too often the

opposite.
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[It] is this inconvenience [limits to majority will], which men of democracies find

in forms, that makes them so useful to liberty, their principal merit being to serve

as a barrier between the strong and the weak, the government and the governed.

Thus democratic peoples naturally have more need of forms than other peoples, and

naturally respect them less.

Alexis de Tocqueville

Tocqueville wrote the foregoing as part of his well-known reflections on

America. He believed that the passions of democracy could be restrained by
adherence to the accepted forms of social life, including the constitutional

forms of government. Some scholars today similarly believe that American de

mocracy is most threatened by a democratic lack of respect for constitutional

forms. Yet while democratic populism may be a problem, it is helpful to under

stand just what limitations there may be in looking to forms to provide direction

in political life. For when we look to the past, we find a more complicated

history. Even though Tocqueville's emphasis upon forms was laudable, it ig
nored one of the essential problems of the very regime he examined: the forms

of that regime were themselves defective. That is, the United States Constitu

tion partially sanctioned the existence of slavery. However sensible Tocque

ville's concern about the need to restrain the excesses of democracy, the

principal problem of American democracy during his time precisely centered

upon the moral dilemma enshrined in the fundamental law or form of the

Union. The period just after Tocqueville made his observations would witness

the beginning of the great conflict over that moral dilemma. And while many in

Tocqueville's time believed the Missouri Compromise to have solved the di

lemma, it was not solved until the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution

was passed in 1865 after a long and bloody civil war.

The period in question, the interval between the Nullification Crisis and the

Mexican War, is often viewed as one of the more uneventful in American his

tory. Yet the U. S. Congress, and especially the House of Representatives, un

derwent one of its more remarkable episodes: the debate over the infamous

House
"gag"

rule, which prohibited the reception or consideration of petitions

calling for the end of slavery or the
slave trade. This debate brought to the fore

interpretation, Winter 1998, Vol. 25, No. 2
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the inescapable moral necessity of addressing the question of slavery and its

relationship to America's constitutional republicanism. While Tocqueville cer

tainly was aware of the problem of slavery, he did not recognize its enormity.

And while his reflections provide great insight into the spirit of America, they

simply miss the great debate to come in Congress, which would culminate in

the firing on Fort Sumter a generation later. On the other hand, in Arguing
About Slavery: The Great Battle in the United States Congress, historian Wil

liam Lee Miller recounts the nine-year debate over the gag rule and shows how

it indeed foreshadowed, perhaps providentially, the greater battle to come.

In a spirited and readable style, Miller tells the story of what otherwise

might appear to be an arcane, obscure and forgettable parliamentary squabble.

He argues that this drama, like the impending Civil War, cannot be understood

apart from the questions of moral principle that reside at the heart of the Ameri

can regime. Whatever compromises were made with slaveholders at the birth of

the nation, such compromises did not include the question of territories and

new states. These were, Miller notes, "every American's
responsibility."

The

questions concerning which territories were to be admitted as slave states and

which free states were, he explains, the "common problems of the whole na

tion, as much the responsibility of New York and Connecticut as of South

Carolina and Georgia. Moreover, the territories and new states were the future.

They were the counters in the contest over what the United States would

become"

(p. 181). The fundamental question confronting the Union, that of

slavery in the territories, could not be easily answered by reference to the Con

stitution. Americans would have to find through republican means, rather than

constitutional forms, the answer to that question.

While the ostensible issue in the debate was slavery in the District of Co

lumbia, Miller is right to emphasize that the debate centered upon the question

of republicanism: whether America's primary republican institution, the House

of Representatives, would indeed be the proper place for deliberation about the

"peculiar
institution."

Therefore, much of the story he tells concerns the debate

over the right of petition, rather than slavery itself. Various Southern representa

tives including such figures as James Henry Hammond and Henry Laurens

Pinckney of South Carolina, Henry Wise of Virginia, and William Cost Johnson

of Maryland, most directly or indirectly under the influence of John C. Cal

houn claimed to be preserving the constitutional forms of the regime by as

serting slavery to be off limits as a topic of debate. They called for and won

various versions of the gag, from Pinckney's 1836 resolution to Johnson's 1840

amendment to the House rules, which lasted until the final repeal of the gag in

1844. In opposition to the gags and always losing the votes (at least until 1844)
were abolition sympathizers such as Joshua Giddings of Ohio and William

Slade of Vermont. Motivated by their desire to end slavery entirely, and despite

the Constitution's sanction of slavery in the states, they fought to allow the
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abolition petitions to be received and considered as proper objects of republican

debate.

To his great credit, Miller explains the often complicated parliamentary ma

neuvering which took place from session to session and Congress to Congress

without foresaking the drama of the events described. (There is a very helpful

appendix charting the chronology of debates and votes.) Indeed,
Miller conveys

to the reader the importance of understanding the relationship between par

liamentary procedure and deliberation; how the former may help, as well as

hinder, the latter. And he shows the importance of recognizing as the slav

eholders refused to recognize that the only argument from constitutional form

that in fact did not serve to destroy the Constitution itself required that the

democratic spirit of the people be preserved. This meant that the means of

expressing that spirit freedom of petition, and of press and of the mails,

which were also targeted by the slaveholders be preserved.

The heroes of the story for Miller are not the petitioners themselves, those

who, led by abolition leaders like William Lloyd Garrison and John Greenleaf

Whittier, carried the antislavery fight forward as an overriding moral and reli

gious imperative. In fact, Miller is critical of the
"self-righteousness"

of some

of the abolitionists, particularly that displayed in writings such as Garrison's

Declaration of Sentiments of the American Anti-Slavery Society. There the

grievances of the Founding Fathers against the British are called
"

'trifling in

comparison with the wrongs and sufferings for whom we [the white abolition

ists] plead. Our fathers were never slaves never bought and sold like cattle.

. .

"

Miller remarks that not only was it not very prudent to call the
Founders'

grievances
"trifling,"

but that one may question such an approach "when the

sufferings in comparison to which the
founders'

are judged to be trifling are

those not of the declaration-signers themselves who also have not been

bought and sold like cattle but of third parties 'those for whom we
plead'

the moral prestige of whose suffering the signers of the document implicitly

borrow for
themselves"

(p. 71). While certainly sympathetic to the cause of

abolition, Miller displays a rare degree of moderation for a modern scholar

examining American slavery when he rightly considers the political limitations

of the abolition cause.

Miller finds his hero elsewhere, in the person of the former president and

sage of the House, John Quincy Adams. And Adams truly is the hero of the

story; the volume is worth reading simply for Miller's depiction of the republi

can nobility of Adams. Adams was the leader in
the fight against the gag rule.

As Miller recounts, Adams and other antislavery
representatives presented

countless petitions of different kinds that "challenged, evaded, or
mocked the

gag
rules"

(p. 351). Adams was the principal target of the original Pinckney gag

in 1836 and, as a result of his defense of the
right of petition, he would twice

stand as the object of a motion for censure. But unlike Giddings and other



284 Interpretation

antislavery representatives, he never supported the abolition of slavery in the

District (except perhaps after the end of the long struggle in 1844). He publicly

reiterated his belief that abolishing slavery in the District would be impractical

and privately directed the abolitionists to concentrate instead on halting the

spread of slavery. As Miller remarks, "Adams was a stalwart beyond all others

on the subject that was not concerned directly with slavery at all: the civil

liberties that the
slaveholders'

program violated, in particular the right of peti

tion"

(p. 356).

But there was more to Adams's statesmanship. Miller points out Adams's

deeper understanding of the barriers to emancipation: opinion throughout the

Union needed to be changed in order to make abolition a reality sometime in

the future. For even though civil liberty was a "great substantive
value"

for

Adams, "he was fully aware, at the same time, of the strategic service its de

fense could render in unsettling the slave
power"

(p. 356). Miller notes that the

best evidence for Adams's view in this regard came from his chief opponent in

the exhausting conflict over the gags: Henry Wise. Wise would recount in 1855,

after the death of Adams, that he
"

'had reason to know and to feel the wisdom

and sagacity of that departed
man.'"

Adams had told him that the "'pulpit

would preach, and the school would teach, and the press would print, among

the people who had no tie and no association with
slavery,'"

until slavery

would be gone from the Union. And Adams said
"

'again and
again'"

that
"

'he

would not abolish slavery in the District of Columbia if he could; for he would

retain it as a bone of contention a fulcrum of the lever for agitation, agitation,

agitation, until slavery in the states was shaken from its
base.' "

Wise concludes

with the telling remark that, by 1855, Adams's "'prophecies have been ful
filled' "

(p. 357).

But not all of the prophecies had come true by 1855. It was Adams's belief

that, under the war power, slavery could be ended constitutionally, even in the

slave states. This indeed would happen in the Civil War, particularly through

Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation. But civil war was foreshadowed by the

Congress itself when, on December 20, 1837, the Southern representatives, led

by Wise,
"seceded"

by vacating the House chamber. They did so in protest of

Slade's motion to refer an antislavery petition to committee, with instructions to

report a bill to abolish slavery in the District. Slade could make his motion

because the House had not, at the start of this new Congress, renewed the gag

resolution. The House would do so the very next day. But Miller remarks that,

"There was in 1837-38, and for many years thereafter, an ominous cloud of

potential violence surrounding the congressional deliberations. There were

threats; there were altercations; there were already some who carried bowie

knives into the House chamber itself (p. 282). Indeed, just the previous No

vember abolitionist Elijah Lovejoy was murdered by a proslavery mob while

fighting to protect his printing press. A few months later Lincoln would make a

memorable allusion to similar incidents in his speech on the "Perpetuation of
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Our Political Institutions." Miller shows how the heart of those institutions, the

House of Representatives, would continually be endangered by the moblike

Southern representatives themselves.

Adams's defense of the right of petition was not unlike Lovejoy's defense of

the press. Adams did not think that abolition was a practical alternative, but he

understood the natural-right basis of freedom of speech, press and association,

and of petition. He highlighted the natural-right basis of petitioning when, in

February 1837, he presented to the House a petition signed by slaves. Assuming

the petition called for abolition, Southern members flew into a rage. But it soon

became apparent that the petition did not, in fact, call for abolition. Adams thus

shifted the debate away from the gag to the more fundamental question of the

right of any human beings, black or white, slave or free, to petition the govern

ment for a redress of grievances. Adams called this issue
"

'the most important

question that ever came before the House since its first
origin.'"

A petition was,

he said, "a prayer, a supplication to a superior being -that which we offer up to

our God; and if the Creator of the universe did not deny to the lowest, the

humblest, and the meanest, the right of petition and supplication, were they to

say they would not hear the prayer of these petitioners because they were

slaves?"

(p. 263). Adams, then, appealed to the underlying principle of the

republic that, despite great differences among human beings, there are no such

differences that legitimate the denial of basic natural rights held by all.

As Miller notes, Adams's strategy of appealing to high principle while not

violating the specific gag resolution "caught his opponents in an uncomfortable

bind."

By appealing to the guarantee of the right of petition in the Bill of

Rights, Adams highlighted the connection of that right to the forms of the

regime, the very forms which the slave interest claimed as the legitimate source

of its opinion. Adams "pushed the understanding of that right deep into the

moral grounding of the nation, and even of human life; the right to cry for

mercy to the possessors of power was 'the first and humblest right given from

God to every human
being' "

(p. 269). This is to say that those forms should be

understood in light of a universal human nature, which necessarily transcends

the particular forms themselves. Like Lincoln, Adams joins the Constitution,

the fundamental form of the regime, to the eternal rights of human nature.

Yet, the proslave position on the question of constitutional authority was

firm: the constitutional right to petition for redress of grievances does not mean

that one may petition to end slavery. This is so because, as Congressman Stanly

of North Carolina remarked by way of a resolution in 1838,
"

'slavery is denied

by the citizens of the slaveholding States to be a
'grievance,'

and was not so

considered at the time of the formation of the
Constitution'"

(p. 419). Accord

ing to the
slaveholders'

logic, because the Constitution sanctions slavery in

certain states, it sanctions slavery simply; the right of slavery trumps the right

of petition. It is not an accident, then, that the representatives from the slave

states were more prone to vacate the House chamber in anger, more likely to
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"secede"

from the Union. They were more inclined to see the Constitution as a

device to serve the slave interest: the sanction of slavery is amplified, the right

of petition is circumscribed. When these tactics began to lose their persuasive

appeal, the slaveholders, in their own minds, were left with no alternative but

secession, whether symbolic or real.

In contrast, the antislavery position emphasized the plain meaning of the

First Amendment: there is no explicit constitutional limitation on the content of

any petition. That is, regardless of what the slaveholders think, it is the right of

each person to state for himself what constitutes a grievance. Likewise, so

Adams and his few allies in the House argued, it is the prerogative of the

legislature to provide or not to provide any actual redress for the petitioner.

Accordingly, the Constitution allows that the Congress may or may not outlaw

slavery in the District or the territories if it so chooses, based upon its consid

ered judgment of the issues at hand. The compromises of the Constitution are

not meant to imply any fundamental legitimacy of slavery outside of the states

in which it is legal.

But what is to be made of the sanction of slavery within the states? Because

the institution was obviously sanctioned by the Constitution, the slaveholders

claimed that allegiance to the federal charter required admission of slavery's

justice. Antislavery members such as Adams, on the other hand, likewise re

spected the Constitution, but recognized its compromises as exceptions to its

underlying principles. There is, however, a measure of truth to the claims of the

slaveholders to the extent that it is a contradiction simultaneously to praise the

Constitution and blame its sanction of slavery. Because of its sanction of slav

ery in the South, the Constitution itself was implicitly challenged by the peti

tions to abolish slavery in the District and the territories. Adams, of course, did

not recognize this as a great problem. He simply believed that the positive law

must be understood in light of the transcendent principles for the sake of which

it is created. Nevertheless, Miller rightly emphasizes that the climax of the

debate precisely centered upon the implicit abolitionist challenge to the Consti

tution.

The implicit challenge became explicit when, on January 24, 1842, in the

course of offering many different kind's of petitions which attacked slavery but

avoided the gag rule, Adams presented a petition from the people of Haverhill,

Massachusetts, praying that the Union be dissolved. While not mentioning slav

ery itself, it was clear to everyone that the petitioners in this instance based

their objection to the Constitution on its sanction of slavery anywhere in the

Union (p. 431). In response to the presentation of the petition, Henry Wise

formally motioned for a vote of censure against Adams, charging him with

virtual treason. The ensuing
"trial"

lasted two weeks, with the late Chief Justice

John Marshall's nephew Thomas Marshall, a Kentucky Whig, acting as the

prosecutor. Adams defended himself, assisted by the abolitionist Theodore

Weld.
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As Miller notes, what is most distinctive about the trial was that "Adams

rested his defense of the propriety of the petition on the Declaration of Indepen

dence"

(p. 437). After Marshall had spoken, Adams remarked that he would

wait to respond to the prosecution's argument. Instead, he would have the clerk

of the House read into the record the first paragraph of the Declaration, with its

principles culminating in the right of revolution. "The Haverhill

Miller explains, "had the same right as their forefathers to petition for the re

dress of grievances, and the same right and duty to propose to throw off such

government as did not respect their fundamental
rights"

(pp. 437-38). Such

rights, according to Adams, are the natural rights possessed by all men and

which have priority over the particular forms of any particular regime. As Mil

ler explains:

Adams kept tying the current battle to the deepest principles of republican

government to the Declaration of Independence, as here in this extraordinary

episode; to the ancient right of petition, antecedent to the American government and

even to republican government; and to a cluster of other civil liberties fundamental

to the form of government to which they were all devoted. (P. 438)

That cluster of other civil liberties included the right to habeus corpus and the

right to a jury trial. But the basis of Adams's entire defense was his constant

reference to the natural-right principles of the regime. The right of petition and

all of the other civil rights that men enjoy under the republican form exist as

positive law instruments of the "laws of nature and of nature's
God."

Without

reference to such standards, Adams implies, there is no basis upon which the

contradictions of any form of government may be resolved.

Moreover, just as Lincoln would later argue, Adams referred to the Declara

tion as the principal source for interpreting the Constitution. Given its compro

mises, the Constitution could only be revered if it was understood to be a

vehicle for the bringing into effect of the higher law. Adams did not agree with

the prayer of the petition to dissolve the Union; it was, he said, "not yet
time"

to abolish the Constitution (p. 438, emphasis added). At some time it might be,

but not in 1842. Adams would continue to revere the Constitution because he

understood its compromises with slavery to be exceptions to its underlying

principles. As Miller writes, "there was a moral purpose underlying the Consti

tution and the nation that made slavery fundamentally, morally
illegitimate."

And while this doctrine was barely acceptable enough in 1842 to prevent

Adams's formal censure (it would not be strong enough to save Giddings), it

would, eventually, "run through the politics of the 1850s, be articulated su

premely by Abraham Lincoln as a politician and a president, and finally be

made explicit in constitutional law in post-Civil War amendments to the Con

stitution"

(p. 448).

Throughout the volume, Miller carries two symbolic themes. First, he shows
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the moral, political and spiritual connections between the battle over the gag

and the battles of the Civil War. And what ties the two together is the central

place of the Declaration for understanding the relationship between slavery and

the Constitution. Miller points out that there were many conventions and prece

dents to support the antislavery interpretation of the laws, but that "in the dis

tinctively American setting there was another grounding for the principle that

freedom was the universal premise and norm, and this ground had the solidity

of a specific and honored American document: the Declaration of Indepen

dence, with its sweeping statement of truths we hold to be
self-evident"

(p.

448).

Second, Miller shows the understanding of statesmanship shared between

John Quincy Adams and Abraham Lincoln. This connection, too, would have

its basis in the Declaration and its principles. While both emerged from the

Federalist-Whig party tradition, Adams and Lincoln came from very different

backgrounds: the former from the first family of New England and American

politics, the latter from, in the words of Woodrow Wilson, the "white
trash"

setting of the frontier. But it is their statesmanship, grounded in the principled

interpretation of constitutional forms and positioned between the opposed

claims of slavery and abolition, that joins the two men together. Miller beau

tifully ends this fine volume with reference to the passing of the torch, as it

were, upon Adams's death while still a member of the House in 1848:

It is altogether fitting and proper, for the purposes of the inner history and

collective memory of the American people, that on the day that Adams fell there

was seated, in a not very good seat in the back row of the House chamber, a young

Whig congressman from Illinois serving his first and only term, a messmate of

Joshua Giddings at Mrs. Sprigg's lodging house, Abraham Lincoln. (P. 514)



Daniel J. Mahoney, De Gaulle: Statesmanship, Grandeur, andModern Democ

racy (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1996), xii + 319 pp., $55.00.

Will Morrisey

Unlike so many things in political life, commercial republicanism delivers

on its promises. Splendid but exhausting, the martial aristocracies and mon

archies that dominated Europe into the nineteenth century finally collapsed into

the arms of the people, who confidently asserted that they could do better.

Locke, Montesquieu, and the other great republicans looked forward to a world

in which commerce and representative government would stanch the outflow of

blood and treasure caused by rulers who would find quarrel in a straw, when

honor's at the stake.

The republicans were right. Commercial republics don't fight amongst

themselves. What theorists could not fully anticipate was the dissatisfaction

commercial republicanism would generate among its own most ambitious citi

zens. For some human beings all the time, and for most some of the time, peace

and prosperity do not suffice. What the ancient Greeks called thumos the

spirited part of the soul, the part that gets angry, makes us courageous or rash,

faithful or blindly loyal does not rest contentedly in a commercial republican

regime. Thumos wants heroism, conspicuous preferment instead of conspicuous

consumption, the ways of the lion and the eagle. Thumotic souls pose a pro

found political and spiritual problem at any time, but never more so than here

and now, in our
'embourgeoised'

modern times.

No statesman understood this better than Charles de Gaulle. As a young

military officer in the years between the world wars, de Gaulle saw thumos

pushed to the point of madness in neighboring Germany, while deploring, at

serious cost to his own career, the poor-spirited response of his countrymen,

including a military elite rotted with complacency and cowardice. After the

war, he opposed the shallow, bureaucratized internationalism of the new-repub

lican United States and its Eurosycophants. Throughout, de Gaulle proclaimed

and embodied the virtues of political life and civil society self-government

against the dehumanizing forces of technocracy and consumerism.

Daniel J. Mahoney's scholarship allies itself with civic virtue in a world not

conspicuously receptive to it. In his previous book, The Liberal Political Sci

ence of Raymond Aron, Mahoney displayed a rare ability to take ample, rich

materials and concentrate them into their essence, saying things at once helpful

to the novice and illuminating to the specialist. He has now written the best first

book to read on Charles de Gaulle. Those fascinated by his account will want to

interpretation. Winter 1998, Vol. 25, No. 2
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go on to Jean Lacouture's generous biography, Stanley Hoffmann's Decline or

Renewal? France Since the 1930s, Andre Malraux's Anti-Memoirs and Felled

Oaks, and, above all, to the statesman himself, who wrote six books and several

volumes of speeches.

The man of character, de Gaulle teaches, is a born protector. Without aban

doning his critical independence, Mahoney guards de Gaulle's memory against

a variety of cavils advanced in the spirit of smallness of soul: that he was a

mystic or a Bonapartist, a crypto-fascist or a communist sympathizer, a Machia

vellian, a Nietzschean, or a man of Weberian
'charisma.'

None of the above,

Mahoney firmly reminds us, but what can one expect from the denizens of an

academic demiculture that has forgotten Aristotle's portrait of the great-souled

man? Realists who know nothing of the realities, de Gaulle and Mahoney say,

rightly.

Mahoney emphasizes de Gaulle's indebtedness to a real culture, the cultiva

tion afforded by the France of de Gaulle's youth, with its fruitful if acrimonious

tensions among Roman Catholicism, the Enlightenment, and post-Enlighten

ment
'German'

ideology. Although the exact character of de Gaulle's religious

convictions remains obscure it had to, given his political intention to unite the

French Mahoney shows beyond dispute that de Gaulle understood France as

part of the Europe that had been Christendom, and worth defending for the sake

of the virtues Christendom cultivated.

De Gaulle "wanted to keep democracy and greatness
together,"

Mahoney

writes. No narrow democrat or egalitarian, de Gaulle saw what France lost

when the Old Regime fell: moderation and the genuine courage moderation

reinforces. A century and a half of too much and too little ensued. In founding

the balanced regime of the Fifth Republic, with the strong executive the French

needed, de Gaulle re-endowed French politics with stability, without sacrificing

(Gaullists would say, by enhancing) genuine popular sovereignty. In aspiring to

inculcate habits of civic participation in his countrymen, de Gaulle left them a

legacy of resistance to bureaucracy and merely economic life, a legacy that

might well be taken up by citizens who want to remain citizens and not sub

jects, in any country.

Perhaps most significantly, de Gaulle's life and writings show how a thumo

tic soul, the soul of a man or woman of character, might strengthen republica

nism instead of subverting it, transcending the sterile adversarianism of modern

elites, tending as they do to manipulation and tyranny, rule or ruin. Daniel

Mahoney is a new kind of American scholar, one who views grandeur without

malice, one who can see de Gaulle.
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Defining the National
Interest

Conflict and Change in

American Foreign Policy
Peter Trubowitz

"In one of the freshest and most rewarding accounts of

U.S. politics, economics, and foreign policy published

in recent years, Peter Trubowitz uses insights from

American sectionalism and industrial revolution (and

devolution) to give us an original perspective on the

last century of the nation's history and rise to the peak

of global power."Walter LaFeber, author of The

American Age: United States Foreign Policy atHome
andAbroad Since 1750

Paper $18.95

American Politics and Political Economy Series

The Community of Rights
Alan Gewirth

"[Gewirth] shows a thorough command of the relevant
empirical information and much practical wisdom in

arguing for the institutions he recommends. What I find

most impressive is his sensitivity to the problematic

aspects of his views and the care with which he

responds to each potential objection. Every moral

philosopher and socially concerned citizen will learn

a great deal from a thoughtful reading of this excellent
book."

Carl Wellman, Mind

Paper $19.95

Commodity & Propriety
Competing Visions ofProperty in American
Legal Thought, 1776-1970

Gregory S. Alexander

"This terrific book usefully integrates a huge amount

ofmaterial and contributes both to property law theory
and to the intellectual history ofproperty law. It is a

major contribution to the field. Nothing even comes
close to canvassing this territory in the detailed and

comprehensive way this
book-

does."

JosephW Singer, Harvard Law School

Cloth $39.95
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Thought and

Political

Thinkers

Judith N. Shklar
Edited by Stanley Hoffmann

C A L

THOUGHT

I' O L 1 T I C \ L

THINKERS

"Shklar's legacy is an inspiring
example of liberal thought at its

arresting best, unflinchingly
courageous and unmoved by the dreary and unmeaning
harmonies conjured up by theories of justice and
rights."

John Gray, Times Literary Supplement
Paper $21.00

Redeeming
American

Political

Thought
Judith N. Shklar
Edited by Stanley Hoffmann

and Dennis F. Thompson

"Together these essays delineate

a major reinterpretation of

American political thought of startling breadth, insight,

and power. Shklar shows how we can use American

thinking to probe the central problems of creating and

running modern democratic nations
today."

Rogers Smith, Yale University
Paper $13.95

*Cloth edition available
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POWER
DEMDCRACY IN

PRACTICE

Rationality and Power

Democracy in Practice

Bent Flyvbjerg
Translated by Steven Sampson

"Deeply original. . . . This book presents the single most

important challenge to the perspectives of conventional

social science and conventional political
philosophy."

Alasdair Maclntyre, Duke University

"Impressive in its detail and comprehensiveness rare for

an issue of this kind."-Robert A. Dahl, Yale University
Paper $17.00

Morality and Society Series

Culture and Power

The Sociology ofPierre Bourdieu
David Swartz

"Whereas most authors who have written about

Bourdieu focus on one or two facets of his encyclopedic

work, Swartz provides a broad sweep of the vast terrain.

Swartz also locates his subject in France's intellectual

field, elucidating the threads of influence and targets of

opposition often left implicit in Bourdieu's work itself.

The volume is a valuable source for students and schol

ars in any discipline who wish to broaden their under

standing of this major
thinker."

Paul DiMaggio,

Princeton University
Paper $15.95

Nietzsche and

the Vicious Circle

Pierre Klossowski
Translated by Daniel W. Smith

"The keen student ofNietzsche will welcome the

appearance of this brilliant, profound, but extremely

taxing study in a good English translation. Klossowski

has been one of the few commentators to recognize the

centrality of the idea of the drives (Triebe) for Nietzsche

and the crucial role they play in the thought of eternal

Graham Parkes, University ofHawaii
Paper $19.95

NOW IN PAPER

Leo Strauss

and

Nietzsche

Laurence Lampert

Leo Strauss

and Nietzsche

Laurence Lampert

"I doubt that Strauss ever had so

careful a student of his writings.

The result is the most profound

and comprehensive study ever

published on Strauss, and

what is ofpermanent impor

tance on his interpretation of

our philosophical history from

Plato to Nietzsche. . . . This book will eradicate the mis

conceptions about Strauss and his Leon Harold

Craig, Canadian journal ofPoliticalScience
Paper $16.95

Logic and Sin in the

Writings of Ludwig
Wittgenstein

Philip R. Shields

"Philip Shields has taken up an intriguing aspect of

Wittgenstein's life and ideas. For years, English readers

thought ofWittgenstein as concerned above all with

formal logic and the theory of the mind. Only recently

has it become clear that Wittgenstein's own deepest

preoccupations as with that other major mathematical

thinker, Blaise Pascal were ethical and
religious."

Stephen Toulmin, Northwestern University
Paper $14.95

"Cloth edition available

The University of Chicago Press

5801 South Ellis Avenue, Chicago, Illinois 60637 Visit us at http://www press uchicago edu



INTERPRETATION
A JOURNAL OF POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

Queens College, Flushing, NY 11367-1597 U.S.A. (718) 997-5542

Subscription rates per volume (3 issues): individuals $29

libraries and all other institutions $48

students (four-year limit) $18

Postage outside U.S.: Canada $4.50 extra; elsewhere $5.40 extra by surface

mail (8 weeks or longer) or $1 1 .00 by air.

Payments: in U.S. dollars and payable by a financial institution located within the

U.S. or the U.S. Postal Service.

Please print or type

ORDER FORM FOR NEW SUBSCRIBERS

(NOT FOR RENEWALS CURRENT SUBSCRIBERS WILL BE BILLED)

I wish to subscribe to INTERPRETATION.

? bill me name

? payment enclosed address

. ZIP/postcode .

? air mail country (if outside U.S.) .

. ? student

GIFT SUBSCRIPTION ORDER FORM

Please enter a subscription to INTERPRETATION for

name

address .

.ZIP/postcode.

? air mail

? bill me

? payment enclosed

country (if outside U.S.) .

from: name

address

. ZIP/postcode .

. ? student

RECOMMENDATION TO YOUR LIBRARY

to: the Librarian,
I recommend that our library subscribe to INTERPRETATION, a journal of polit

ical philosophy [ISSN 0020-9635], at the institutional rate of $48 per year (three

issues).

signature

name

date. . position .

INTERPRETATION, Queens College, Flushing, New York 11367-1597, U.S.A.







ISSN 0020-9635 Interpretation, Inc.

Queens College

Flushing N.Y. 11367-1597

U.S.A.


	Book title
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 


