
1 

I I 

: l 
-: •t• 

- J 

SCOTT BUCHANAN 
1895-1968 

Bulletin of 

St. John's College 
Annapolis, Maryland 

Santa Fe, New Mexico 

November 1968 



.... 
"' 

Volume XX NOVEMBER 1968 Number 4 

Published four times a year in April, July, September, and November. 
Entered as Second-class matter, February 18, 1949, at the Post 
Office, at Annapolis, Maryland, under the Act of August 24, 1912. 

On Tuesday, April 2, 1968, on the Annapolis and Santa Fe campuses of St. 
John's College, memorial services were held for Scott Buchanan, the first 
Dean of the present program at the College. The following is a collection 
of remarks made by representatives of the college community at those 
two ceremonies. 



John S. Kieffer 
Dean, St. John's College 

Scott Buchanan, Dean of St. John's College from 1937 to 1947, died a 
week ago yesterday at the Center for Democratic Studies in Santa Barbara, 
California. Mr. Darkey and I attended the memorial services at the Center 
on Thursday, March 28th. Last night in a special meeting the Faculty 
adopted the following resolution on Mr. Buchanan's death: 

Resolution Adopted by the Faculty in Annapolis 
At a Special Meeting, Aprill 

The Faculty of St. John's College mourns the death of Scott 
Buchanan, Dean of the College from 1937-1947. He was the principal 
architect of the St. John's program. He believed passionately in the 
rationality of every man and his duty to use that rationality to the 
fullest extent. He was a great teacher, helping his pupils to surpass 
themselves in learning. He was a great democrat for whom the 
leveling process was an upward movement. 

The members of the Faculty of St. John's College wish to express 
sympathy with Mrs. Buchanan and her son, Douglas. Scott Buchanan's 
name will live in the annals of St. John's and in the hearts of all St. 
John's men and women whom he in any way touched. 

Scott Buchanan was the architect of the St. John's program. Many of 
you now in the college never knew him. Yet not one of us would be at 
St. John's today if he had not come to St. John's. His inspiration has made 
the program possible. In spite of doubting whether his was a final answet 
to the question, "What is a liberal education?" he had reason to be proud 
of a curriculum that still stands strong today. 

Clarence J. Kramer 
Associate Dean, St. John's College in Annapolis 
Dean, St. John's College in Santa Fe 

We have assembled for a few minutes this evening to remind ourselves 
of a good, wise, and brave man who died last week. A few here were 
privileged to know him as a teacher and friend; but all of us daily encounter 
something of his spirit; for it is impossible to be a part of St. John's College 
without coming into contact with the thought and imagination of Scott 
Buchanan. That after many years we still struggle to understand what he 
once said, or still seek appropriate forms for his vision of a liberal college, 
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testifies at once to the reach and daring of his mind and the parochialism 
and timidity of our own. 

To the extent that it nurtures a genuine philosophical impulse, St. John's 
is a monument to Scott Buchanan. But it would be wrong to conceive of 
that monument as having only a local habitation and a name. In a sense 
Scott Buchanan brought St. John's to St. John's and took it with him 
wherever he went. It is a measure of his worth, of the expanse of his mind 
and the generosity of his spirit as a teacher, that his passing will leave a 
painful sense of emptiness in many places other than Annapolis, Santa Fe, 
and Santa Barbara, his last post. Wherever he was, with whomever he 
was, there a kind of academy seemed to form itself; and the students who 
matriculated in that unaccredited academy are more than those whose 
names appear on alumni rosters. 

Leaming and inquiry, the restless probing of an intelligence that seemed 
never to succumb to fatigue or fear, these characterized his life. The sharing 
of this inquiry, which Plato called dialectic, was a gift with which Scott 
honored his students. In him at least the roles of teacher and philosopher 
were never separate. His example convicts us all: for we are smaller men 
unable to accept readily or gracefully this marriage of learning and teaching. 
Most of us are immodest enough to believe that we are better at answering 
than asking, wiser in talking than in listening, more adept at communicating 
the truth than seeking it. The memory of a great teacher may help restore 
a true sense of what can still be a high vocation. 

Scott Buchanan was a legitimate son of Socrates, a philosopher in the 
genuine sense of the word, with a rare capacity to live within the tensions 
of the quest, to seek light within the obscurities of a question, and to run 
the risks of following the argument. Someone once said that for him there 
was no such thing as a "bad seminar." Whether this is factual or not matters 
little: it reveals something characteristic of the man and of the intellectual life 
he so well exemplified. Any conversation, even those (perhaps especially 
those) that have an obligato of laughter, can be an occasion for learning 
if one is honestly looking for light. Learning and the search for light, more
over, cannot be confined and scheduled. The only real classroom is the 
world. At least that was how it seemed to be for him. 

Even within the precincts of a college, even while insisting upon a student's 
right to withdraw for a while in order to reflect more freely, Scott Buchanan 
seemed somehow to bring the world closer, rather than to encourage toward 
it the academic indifference so familiar, so deadly, and so unmanly. I have 
heard so-called philosophers denounce him because, as one put it, his 
thought was "too passionate." That passion, however, was always for the 
truth and for justice. 

For those who knew him it was a continuous source of wonder to en
counter a mind that seemed to live in a realm where the categories and 
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historical pigeon-holes so precious to academicians were blithely transcended 
or ironically and playfully ignored. Books, however old, in his presence 
became living speech; and his remarks about the contemporaneity of the 
classics and the great conversation seemed literally true, rather than striking 
metaphors for college publications. One could believe with his help that an 
Immanuel Kant or a Plotinus was really speaking to us in a vernacular we 
could understand, and inviting us to reply. 

And it was with other things and phenomena as it was with books. 
Principles and intellectual light can be sought anywhere: in the confrontation 
with laboratory equipment, in making speechless matter talk, in toys, grade-B 
movies, revolutions, the Israeli kibbutz, corporations, constitutions, tech
nology, as well as in poems, scriptures, and scientific hypotheses. To all of 
these and more Scott Buchanan brought a radiant and reverent mind, 
seasoned with an ironic sense of the long tradition of thought of which all 
these were often only a manifestation. He invested the commonplace with 
dignity and deflated the wind-eggs of pretentious nonsense by calling at
tention to the principles or forms implicit in them. 

During the Korean War, a well-known journalist in New York, who was 
verging on panic and momentarily expecting national collapse, was advised 
to pay a visit to Scott Buchanan. The journalist suspended his widely-read 
column for a few days and made a pilgrimage to Massachusetts. The first 
column after his return was filled with references to Oedipus Rex and to 
the possibility of taking a comic or tragic view of the war. We can assume 
that he had felt a torpedo sting, but had gained as a result a new and more 
intelligent perspective. That journalist's experience typifies the kind of 
impact this great teacher had. 

Such teaching can be upsetting, as the truth can be, as sudden light 
can hurt the eyes; and many felt such hurt and expressed their irritation. 
But few, if any, could be indifferent to Scott Buchanan. The intelligence can 
be drugged and stupified, but ultimately it will turn to the light and cherish 
the man who can guide one towards it. Many loved Scott Buchanan; and 
even those who professed anger and irritation often seemed like jealous 
lovers. 

Before this campus opened, a friend and former teacher of his told me 
that as dean, Scott had always kept a motto in mind: "When in doubt, 
be gentle." I have pondered that much; and intended to remind us, in a 
world where gentleness and civility become rarer, that our truculence, cruelty 
~nd arrogance only reveal our weakness and illiberality. Forgetting how 
little we know, we abandon the courtesy, kindness, and mutual respect 
that is pre-requisite to dialectic and to a decent human community. 

Beyond the purposes of degrees and the acquisition of information, Scott 
Buchanan saw the liberal college as serving to keep alive the spark of a 
civilized community of men. That is a Promethean assignment; but Scott 
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was never one to shrink before heroic challenges. Remembering him may 
help to keep the life pulsing in this College. 

Jacob Klein 
Tutor and former Dean 

Those of us who knew Scott Buchanan were deeply convinced that he 
was an extra-ordinary man, in the strict sense of the word. He went beyond 
the order of things one accepts as final and unquestionable. There are some 
who do this too, sometimes childishly, sometimes ambitiously, sometimes in 
pursuit of a distant goal vaguely perceived. Scott Buchanan's way of 
transcending the ordinary was of a very different kind. He saw in diversified 
things their hidden unity and tried to reveal it; he knew that the important 
was not identical with the accepted, that a ray of light had its source in 
a radiance not always seen, that what is lovable did not always please and 
that to learn to distinguish the real from the seeming and the true from the 
decorous was a difficult and unending task. 

The largeness and the depth of his vision let him often overlook the foibles 
of those who were his students. He preferred to see in deficiencies promises 
of future achievement rather than irretrievable losses. That is to say, he 
understood the conditions for learning to be ever-present, the power of the 
intellect never entirely absent. 

It was impossible to be indifferent to him; he inspired violent love and 
violent dislike, but never lukewarm feelings. He charmed and consoled, he 
provoked and teased. I can still hear his laughter. I do not envy those 
who have not heard it. 

J. Winfree Smith 
Tutor 

Several persons in this assembly knew Scott Buchanan both as Dean 
of this College and as a teacher of unusual gifts. Among these are a number 
of former students whom we are happy to have return to join with the rest 
of us in paying homage to him. Most of you, however, were not blessed 
with knowing him in the flesh. Nevertheless, I am sure that all in this 
audience are cognizant that there is a sense in which this college owes its 
soul to Scott Buchanan. Many men of vision and uncommon ability contri
buted to the founding of the St. John's program. But Mr. Buchanan was, 
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more than any other one person, the author of this excellent curriculum of 
studies to which we daily devote our powers. His spirit has remained with 
us, perhaps more than he himself realized. 

It was as a raw undergraduate at the University of Virginia that I first 
encountered Scott Buchanan. I enrolled in a course of his in Metaphysics 
which was then little more than a word to me. It was not a St. John's 
seminar. It was in part lecture and in part discussion. The lectures were 
based on the transcendental terms of the Medieval philosophers and the 
possible predications into which they may enter. The doctrine was that of 
anything that is, it can be said not only that it is, but that it is one, true, 
good, that it is a thing and it is some thing; so that these six transcendental 
terms are predicable of everything and of one another. Mr. Buchanan 
claimed that he went one step further in maintaining that they are predicable 
also of their opposites. This one additional step was characteristic of his 
thought. 

This whole set of transcendental propositions such as "Being is one" or 
"The true is good" or "Being is some thing" became a kind of matrix 
within which Mr. Buchanan developed a remarkable discussion which, 
without being simply historical, ranged over and through the thought of 
most of the great thinkers of the past. This discussion was guided or filled 
by the power of Mr. Buchanan's mind to illuminate doctrines and questions, 
to strike the imagination. Even imaginative suggestions which approached 
the fantastic, none the less, provoked thought. What this did for me was to 
wake me up and to make me aware of what a big thing that small part of 
us called the intellect is. 

Everyone who knew him will agree that Mr. Buchanan had an extra
ordinary ability as a teacher. To some extent this depended on personal 
qualities very hard to define, such seemingly accidental things as intonation 
of the voice or a penetrating look. Sometimes it depended on a flair for 
startling paradoxes, sometimes · on the deliberate avoidance of the con
ventio~al. I remember once when I met Mr. Buchanan after not having 
seen him for several years, and he greeted me not with "Hello. How are 
you?" but with "What's happening to you?" Both the question itself and 
the manner in which it was spoken left me considerably shaken for days 
as I wondered what indeed was happening to me. 

In January of this year it was my privilege to take part with Mr. Buchanan 
and others in conference on St. John's at the Center for the Study of Demo
crati~ Institutions in Santa Barbara. One of the things he said during our 
meetmgs was that, when he and Mr. Stringfellow Barr inaugurated the St. 
John's program, they thought of themselves, not as having found, but 
as being in search of a liberal arts college. He seemed to have got the 
impression that we at St. John's, without having found, had stopped seeking. 
I believe that that impression, if true, was only very partially true and 
that he did not know how many things that he had found we had made firm 
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or what search still goes on among us. Nevertheless, his words about being 
in search of a college may be taken as a summons to re-examine our soul, 
which we owe to him, and to keep on asking what is happening to us and 
what should be happening to us. We cannot honor Scott Buchanan in his 
death better than by continuing in our lives to do what he knew so well 
that it is imperative to do. 

W. Kyle Smith 
Tutor 

I will not comment on Scott Buchanan as administrator. It would be im
possible to do so. His decisions were often totally unexpected. More often 
than not he was right. 

I think of Scott Buchanan as friend and teacher or teacher and friend 
in whichever order the occasion demanded. He was a rare combination 
of both, a rare combination of heart and intellect. He was one of the most 
serious men I have known and at the same time one of the gayest. 

As a teacher, he had few, if any, equals in my experience, and I know 
that much better pupils than I share this opinion. He succeeded in making 
his teaching a genuine enterprise of joint learning with his students. He 
always started from the point the student had reached, not from the point 
he himself had reached. He was never nervous or hurried, lest the student 
not be intellectually saved within fifty minutes. He had an extraordinary 
faith in a student's capacity to learn, based on his faith in the human intellect. 
With great skill he was able to lead students to outdo themselves, to go 
beyond their capacities, so to speak. 

He placed most of the burden of failure in teaching on the teacher and 
the teaching process. His patience with, and faith in, students manifested 
itself in his availability ~t all times. He never gave one the feeling that he 
was being interrupted in doing something more important. The interruption 
was for him an opportunity. 

His was an open and flexible mind. For him, as he so often put it, to 
entertain ideas was of the utmost importance. The profundity of his under
standing made him a very gracious host. He refused to be identified with 
schools of thought or with partial interpretations of the great minds of the 
Western tradition. They were to be entertained, given lodging, and introduced 
to other guests. 

I am reminded of one of his favorite stories as I remember him as a 
teacher. A Scotsman was on his death-bed, and his minister was trying to 
comfort him. He first suggested a bit of Scripture, but Jock said "Naw"; 
the minister then reminded him of the seriousness of his predicament and 
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suggested a bit of prayer, but Jock again said, "Naw." In his exasperation, 
the minister said, "Well, then, what will you have?" And to his dismay, 
his parishioner answered, "A bit of an argument." However, it was never 
for argument's sake. For Scott Buchanan there was always the larger context 
of the State, the good State, and the good Citizen. In the St. John's College 
Catalogue for 1937-38, he summed up his view: "The founders of St. 
John's College and of similar colleges of liberal arts knew that, although 

·habeas corpus can protect a free man's body from tyranny, only a liberal 
education can protect his mind. They even knew that, once the mind falls 
under the subtle tyranny of ignorance, grosser tyrannies soon flourish. 
They were therefore aware that 'the wisest and ' best regulated States' strike 
at the root of tyranny by establishing and maintaining liberal education." 

As a friend, I was always impressed by his capacity for friendship, a 
friendship which included a great variety of persons. He carried out the 
Pauline injunction of "weeping with those who weep and rejoicing with 
those who rejoice," willingly involving himself when others would draw 
back behind conventional limits and artificial barriers. 

In conclusion may I say that my sadness today is tempered by my grati
tude for my good fortune in having had such a friend and teacher. 

Jules Pagano 
Class of 1948, Representing Alumni 

To speak of Scott Buchanan-and I can only speak for myself-brings 
immediately the vision of a number of us at St. John's walking with Dean 
Buchanan from his office down the yellow brick path, past the library, to 
College Avenue. During those war and post-war years here we had dialogue
filled walks-framing and reframing hard questions, identifying the right 
questions from the irrelevant. For many of us, Dean Buchanan, in those 
shared years, began the process of asking and re-asking the hard questions. 
As I recall, the test of a hard and right question for Dean Buchanan was 
not just those questions that we teach and preach, but those by which 
we live. I remember them well-for the Dean lived his well. 

First and foremost in my mind are the long hard discussions with the 
Dean in which we framed for ourselves the key question of "emergence." 
What kind of human personality can I shape in what kind of developing 
society? The second for me came-with the Dean's help-the hard question 
of "~elfhood." Who am I? What are my links with my family, my com
mumty, my country, and my fellowmen? 

Another question that I identify in Dean Buchanan's relationship with 
me was that of "access." What role shall I play in making the chances at 
life equal to my own for all others? 
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Then, the hardest question-and only the Dean could provide for me the 
environment that allowed it to be asked-the question of "transcendence." 
Do I dare make the journey into the intellectual and cultural tradition at 
all? And, if I do, do I dare confront what I find there and perhaps go 
beyond it? Do I dare face tragedy without being destroyed by it? 

And, flowing from this came questions of "commitment." Do I have 
work I care about? Am I capable of giving and receiving love? Am I 
capable of taking risks for goals I value? 

Dean Buchanan kept asking and re-asking with us-as peers-these 
and many other questions. For me they remain vivid and alive. For, to 
paraphrase one of the Dean's favorite poets, Robert Frost, he gave us 
"the college where when you meet a St. Johnnie with a question, he has 
to engage in the dialogue." 

Dean Buchanan helped make civilization more creditable for all of us 
who walked beside him on the green as he walked the brick path from 
the Great Hall to the library off the campus to the open streets of the city. 

Richard D. Weigle 
President 

It seems fitting to conclude this convocation in memory of Mr. Buchanan 
by hearing his own words. In the March, 1968 issue of The Center Maga
zine he published an article entitled "A Message To The Young." This 
article seems especially appropriate to the present occasion, not only be
cause it is the last he published before his death, but also because it is 
so characteristic of his thinking, both in its style and in its unified central 
concern with the education of young men and women in the liberal arts 
which he regarded as the, instruments by which we care for the world. By 
a further coincidence this paper is his reworking of a commencement 
address he delivered to the graduating class of St. John's College in June, 
1952, and speaks, therefore, very personally to this community. 

There is only one message to the young. It has many variations, but 
it always comes to the same thing. An old man of the tribe tells the 
young that they are beautiful and strong, that the world is full of evils, 
and that they must go forth to fight its evils and keep alive the vision of 
its highest good. These are the sentimental instruments of the rite of 
initiation of the young into the tribe; but in spite of the sentiment it 
must be clear that what is being celebrated by them is not youth itself 
but the world. 

9 



The dogma that goes with this ritual is full of irony, full of questions. 
All dogmas are best stated as myths, and this particular dogma is usually 
presented in a myth of creation. Here is a new one. When God created 
the angels, the brightest, Lucifer, immediately suggested that a world be 
created for him to govern. This disturbing suggestion delayed the work 
of the Six Days by making it necessary to create a Hell for all the liberal 
artists who are too bright; it also made God think twice before He cre
ated man. Finally, God delicately resolved the problem by deciding to 
give man an intellect which would have to reach for the idea of the 
world but would never be able fully to comprehend it. The consequence 
is that Satan is never quite sure that he got what he asked for, and man 
has to learn always that he cannot attain self-government unless he 
thinks and acts like either an angel or a devil. 

But perhaps we should begin with the simple familiar illustrations and 
go on gradually to the bigger questions. Mark Van Doren in his book, 
Shakespeare, adds a point to Aristotle's Poetics. Aristotle says that 
poetry imitates human action, but the Greek word for poetry ("mak
ing") presupposed that the poet makes something artificial that can 
imitate action. If we ask what that something is, Mark Van Doren 
replies, in a tone of voice that leads one to suppose he is repeating 
something everybody knows, that the poet makes a world. 

With this introduction Mr. Buchanan goes on to explore the worlds of the 
great books and the worlds of the Twentieth Century in the terms of his 
myth. 

He concludes his message to the young as follows: 

. Some of you of the younger generation, probably the larger portion, 
will want to forget the infinity of possible worlds that you can create or 
that you have inherited, even the best possible of possible worlds, and 
y~u will decide to cultivate your suburban gardens. If you do, you 
will, as you know, have eminent philosophical authority for your deci
sion. Realizing this, you may want to re-read some of the great books 
to help you choose your style of garden-the Epicurean, or possibly 
a Stoic porch. I hope you will acquire the comic spirit, should you so 
decide, because I am afraid you will not be left alone and undisturbed; 
your protecting hedge will have to be a stout sense of humor. 
~ f~w o.thers will smell adventure in a wide open world, and your 

cunos1ty will lead you to explore all the possible worlds that you can get 
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passports to. You may be frightened by the monsters that you meet, as 
well as by the monsters you will help to create, but you will probably 
escape all of them, one after another. In the end you will find that each 
world through which you have passed was a university, offering credits 
~oward a Bachelor of Experience degree. 

Some of you may already have fallen in love with an actual world of 
the past. Not realizing that a past actual world, although it was once 
possible, is now an impossible world, you may even seek to defend it 
with your life. In the end, you may leave an island for some Sancho 
Panza to govern and after many battles against evil will find your own 
Dulcinea and final victory in heaven. 

Still others, I presume a very few, will be bored with the dreams 
found in the books of the past and seek your escape in the future. You 
will think it your duty to smash this sorry scheme of things into bits 
in order to build the only really possible world, the city of the future. 
Yo~ may remember that Aristophanes wrote his Birds about you, and 
realize, when you do, that you are probably already a citizen of a city 
not built with hands. 

The rest will, I take it, become citizens of the actual world we have 
here and now. You must already know that it is a feverish, impatient 
place, not very tolerant of any full exercise of the liberal arts, especially 
those which contemplate alternative possibilities, neither generous nor 
sympathetic with those who find it necessary to measure and redefine 
their loyalties to it. You may find any simple loyalty that you have 
suddenly canceling other loyalties that you wish to keep, and you may 
be charged with several treasons within a single hour. You will also 
find that the words you use and the deeds you do are marvelously 
ambiguous. All these things will be so because you have made the 
idea of the world the rule of your life and yet you have found a way 
of accepting the actual world, and of accepting the fate it offers as the 
necessary condition of life. This may mean that you see the need for a 
world government or a universal church, as Toynbee suggested; but it 
more probably will mean that you will want to see that the laws you 
live under are made truly universal and the God you serve is more 
t~an an idol. It should lead you to see that the persons with whom you 
hve and work are not merely useful but serve common ends with you, 
that the parts of nature you exploit are made useful not only to your
selves but to your fellows as well, that the science you know and the 
skill you acquire is made available through education to everybody. 

These simple-sounding truths were accepted by the Founding Fathers 
of this country; they have regularly been accepted in the Western 
world; and they are now being accepted by the rest of mankind. They 
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are all rules of world law. With the possible worlds that they compre
hend and permeate, they are making the world revolution that will 
probably continue through the rest of your lives. 

Perhaps the most important thing the present citizen of the world 
has to remember is that the world lives and moves, it revolves; revolu
tion, indeed, is its natural property. The sudden and explosive phenom
ena that we often call revolutions are mere symptoms of the deeper 
and larger work of the world, the rattling and wobbling of the wheels 
of the great chariot of time. 
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