
The St. John’s Review
Volume 56.2 (Spring 2015)

Editor
William Pastille

Editorial Board
Eva T. H. Brann
Frank Hunt
Joe Sachs
John Van Doren
Robert B. Williamson
Elliott Zuckerman

Subscriptions and Editorial Assistant
Allison Tretina

The St. John’s Review is published by the Office of the Dean, 
St. John’s College, Annapolis: Christopher B. Nelson, President;
Pamela Kraus, Dean. All manuscripts are subject to blind review.
Address correspondence to The St. John’s Review, St. John’s Col-
lege, 60 College Avenue, Annapolis, MD 21401-1687.

©2015 St. John’s College. All rights reserved. Reproduction in
whole or in part without permission is prohibited.

ISSN 0277-4720

Desktop Publishing
The St. John’s Communications Office

Current and back issues of The St. John’s Review are available online at
http://www.sjc.edu/blog/st-johns-review





Contents
Essays & Lectures

Momentary Morality and Extended Ethics ..................................1
Eva Brann

Reinventing Love: An Introduction to Plato’s Phaedrus..................14
John F. Cornell
In the Heaven of Knowing: Dante’s Paradiso..................................36
Peter Kalkavage

Knowing and Ground: 
A Reading of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit ...............................57
Matthew Linck

Poem
Tercet ................................................................................................75
Elliott Zuckerman

Review
Liberalism and Tragedy
A Review of Jonathan N. Badger’s Sophocles and 
   the Politics of Tragedy: Cities and Transcendence....................76
Paul Ludwig





Momentary Morality 
and Extended Ethics
Eva Brann

You have been reading and talking about virtue for quite a while
now; therefore, that is what your teachers asked me to talk about
to you. So I drew a hot bath (since the mind is freest when the body
is floating) and thought what might be most to the point, most help-
ful to you.

Should I review some theories about virtue, perhaps give you
my interpretation of Socrates’s or Aristotle's notions of virtue, per-
haps dwell on whether from reading Platonic dialogues we can tell
if Socrates and Plato thought the same and if Aristotle responds to
either of them? Or should I introduce you to Kantian morality, a
world apart from the ancients? Should I distinguish for you a vision
of virtue that looks to an ideal heaven beyond and longs for per-
fection from one that pays regard to the world right here and goes
for moderation? Should I explain to you that the Greek philoso-
phers tends toward ethics, toward developing personal qualities of
excellence, while the Judeo-Christian tradition tends toward moral-
ity, willingness to obey the laws of God and nature? Should I list
for you different doctrines of doing right, such as eudaemonism,
the teaching that happiness is the aim of virtue, or deontology, the
account of virtue as duty and the obligation to obey commands, of
which Kant is the most extreme representative? For while Socrates,
Plato, and Aristotle, whatever their differences, think that ethics
involves some sort of rightness in our feelings, emotions, and pas-
sions, Kant is clear that morality at its purest is a matter of reason
alone. Reason is in its essence universal: to think rationally is to
think unexceptionably, comprehensively. So to obey the commands
of reason is to suppress all merely natural inclinations, all purely
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idiosyncratic desires, and to intend only such actions as we would
want to be intended by everyone—or even to be seen as com-
manded by a law of nature. This is the notorious “categorical im-
perative”: “imperative” means “command” and “categorical”
means “without ifs and buts” (as when someone says to you “that's
a categorical no!”). You'll see in a moment why I've brought Kant-
ian morality into this talk.

One last thing I might be speaking about, and which in fact I
will talk of in a moment, is the word “virtue.” I'll argue that this
translation of the word the Greeks use, aretē, has its virtues, but
we should probably give it up, or at least use it with raised eye-
brows. 

I now want to say why none of the above, except the last, ap-
pealed to me. I will tell you what seems to me the biggest trouble
with academic study, and so with most of our eduction. I call it
the problem of lost immediacy. This is what I mean: There are
books—and if your teachers chose well, they will be great ones—
that are full of substance. Then there are books and articles and
lectures about books. The great books (or texts of any sort) contain
opinions. The next level of books and articles also contain opin-
ions, but they are opinions about the original opinions, because
whoever interprets a primary text adds a perspective to it. Then
here we are, your teachers, and we’ve absorbed some of these
original opinions, as well as some of the opinions about them—
and we’ve acquired some opinions of our own on top of that. All
those levels of learning on our part can smother, drown out, your
immediate relation to the book. But even a powerful, first-rate
book—perhaps especially such a book—can also stand between
you and yourself. It intervenes in your thinking and can capture
it, so that you are content to think its thoughts and co-feel its feel-
ings, rather than being immediately present to yourself. Or worse,
it can put you off its possibly life-changing content because you
see no direct entrance to it.

Now I hasten to say that I pity people who have never been
taken over by a book or even by a teacher in that way—if, that is,
the being-taken-over is the beginning of an effort, a struggle, that
issues in a gradual emergence or a tumultuous bursting out of a
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discovery that is truly your own. And I pity even more students
who have been turned off by a life-enhancing text because no one
helped them to make a direct connection with it.

A witty outside observer of my college used to tell the world
that our students arrive knowing nothing and leave knowing that
they know nothing. I hope it’s true, provided you keep in mind that
to know that you know nothing is knowing a lot. What he meant,
though, was that they had absorbed so many contradictory opinions
from reading so many deep books that they were in a state of ulti-
mate and utterconfusion. But in that he was surely mistaken. Such
riches may be oppressive and discombobulating for a while, but
that’s a state you work yourself out of into some clarity—clarity
about “who you are,” which is a formulaic way of saying “what
your thinking can accept and your feelings can embrace.”

Therefore I think that the second-best thing we teachers can
do for our students is to show how books can be, in a fancy term,
“appropriated,” made one’s own—and not just a few books of the
same sort, but many books of different sorts, different in genre,
different in opinion. The very best thing we can do, of course, is
to get students to read them well and talk about them to each other.

Doesn’t that broad appropriation, you might ask, imply eclec-
ticism, which is a sort of intellectual cherry-picking that disregards
the generality of a well thought-out theory, and—especially if it’s
an ethical or moral theory—its integration into a comprehensive
view of the ways things are? Well, yes, if ecleticism means indis-
criminately collecting low-hanging fruit from here and there, it will
be cherry-picking, extracting now contextless bits and pieces. But
no, if eclecticism has a basis in the very nature of things. In a mo-
ment I’ll explain this oracular pronouncement.

But first, there’s the word “virtue,” the supposed subject of my
talk. Let everyone talk as they wish, as long as they know what
they’re saying; but I wish we wouldn't use “virtue” as a translation
of that Greek word aretē—or at least that we would use it mostly
with raised eyebrows. To be sure, it has a nice argument in its
favor: “virtue” is related both to the Latin vis, force, and vir, man.
Virtue is the energy of a being that holds it together, and gives it
power, as when they say in stories: “All the virtue went out of
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him.” Now as it happens, aretē is related to a Greek prefix ari-,
meaning “very much, forcefully so”; thus aretē is the potency in a
person or thing to be what it is supposed to be. (Some Greeks seem
to have seen a relation between aretē and Ares, the powerful war-
rior-god.) Moreover, the moral virtue most highly regarded by Ar-
istotle, courage, is literally called “manliness” (andreia) in Greek.
So it all fits together. On the other hand, “virtue,” in a use that goes
back to Shakespearean times and into the nineteenth century, was
a woman’s particular kind of manliness, namely, well-girded
chastity, her bodily and psychic inviolability. We have nothing left
but a smile for such passionless purity. More recently, the adjective
“virtual,” in its meaning of “inactual,” has come front-and-center
as an attribute of cyberspace: “virtual reality,” that is to say, “unreal
reality.” We ought to have a background awareness of the sphere
of connotations of our words, including their history. But, as far as
the contemporary connotations of the adjectival form of “virtue”
is concerned, I don’t think we want to go there.

This means, however, that for the moment I’m left without a
word for my subject. And this lack raises two really interesting
questions: Can we have a thought without a name? and Can we
think without words? Powerful contemporary writers claim that it
is impossible for two reasons: There can be no external proof that
thinking is going on without someone saying something thought-
ful: a furrowed brow is no evidence. In fact even our claim to be
thinking doesn’t prove that we are thinking. And more important,
to think is really to marshall meanings, and meanings are drifting
vapours unless they are attached to a word or given structure in a
sentence. 

Here I beg to differ with these contemporary writers. I think
we all experience that sense of a disembodied meaning, of pre-ver-
bal thinking, that moves in our mind, sometimes like a gentle aro-
matic breeze over the mental plain, sometimes like a powerful push
of air pressure against a mental wall, rousing us to seek the right
term to catch it, the accurate language to describe it, the suitable
words to embody it.

So then, what is this mental presence that is called virtue, ef-
fectiveness, excellence, dutifulness, goodness? I am supposing
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here that to have too many words is equivalent to having no cogent
idea. But that may be a mistake. The reason why there are numer-
ous translations for the Greek word you’ve thought about under
the term “virtue” may be that in fact it encompasses a number of
ways of being what is called broadly, and so a little bluntly, “good”;
there are many terms because there really are different ways of
being humanly good. This possibility of earthly variety kicks the
meaning they share, “goodness,” way upstairs, so to speak—up
into the highest reaches of thought. In the Republic, Socrates says
to the two very intelligent young men he is speaking with that he
can’t explain this Good to them in the brief space of one evening.
So I feel excused from even trying in this short hour.

On the other hand, I do want to make use of the notion that
there might be more than one way of being good—an idea that will
probably underwhelm you. It would not even have shocked people
who lived before the First World War, like your great-great-grand
parents—though for different reasons. Nowadays many people,
certainly among them the most articulate ones, believe that as long
as we are socially right-minded and we don’t discriminate among
our fellow humans for being what nature made them, we can be
fairly forgiving of a loose personal morality. So there is public and
private morality, one rigorous, the other relaxed. (Of course, these
are generalizations, which are never true of those in whose hearing
they are made.) Your ancestors, on the other hand, would have
tended to believe what Socrates sets out in the Republic, namely,
that members of different castes or classes belonging to one polit-
ical community have different characteristic excellences. More-
over, they knew quite well that, even within their class,
people—especially well-off men—lived quite comfortably within
a double moral framework. For example, men could maintain a re-
spectable but loveless marriage to one woman whom they publicly
honored, while at the same time engaging in a passionate but dis-
reputable attachment to a mistress who had only private privileges.
My own uncle lived that way. When he and his wife fled Germany
from the Nazis in 1939, his mistress was on the same train in a sep-
arate compartment. 

Here is what I want to do now, killing two birds with one stone
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(though I’m not so much for killing birds, especially not en masse).
My first aim is to take off on my own, so that my primary point
will not be so much to explain a theory found in a book—though,
as you’ll see, I’ll have to do that too in order to achieve my second
purpose. And that second purpose is to show how one might be
eclectic without being incoherent, how we might engage in pick-
ing-out  parts of theories of goodness without producing a mere
self-pleasing miscellany, a tasty thought-goulash.

This second purpose might be of real use to you if you’re feel-
ing a little snowed by all the deep and sometimes difficult theories
you’ve studied this year. I mean to show that you can fashion an
opinion to live by through combining the most disparate concep-
tions. My first aim, however, is to think out something for myself
and articulate it before a sympathetic audience.

So now to it. One human being may indeed live with two
moralities, one public, one private, and this duplicity is not always
hypocritical; it may simply make life livable and prevent it from
becoming worse. Or, looking at it another way, there is a saying
that hypocrisy is the respect vice pays to virtue: I think it’s better
all around that there should be such respect, once humanly under-
standable and inevitable wrong-doing is on the scene. Again, com-
ing to our day, some people quite comfortably cheat on their taxes
and tell you that it’s a form of civic virtue to short-change a waste-
ful government, but they observe strict correctness when it comes
to matters of social justice. They too live in a dual moral frame.

But I want to introduce another, I think more fundamental, du-
ality: the pacing of time, or, more accurately, of psychic motion. If
you watch the stream of cars coming toward you on the opposite
side of a highway, and there is a good deal of traffic, you’ll notice
that the cars bunch up; they practically tailgate each other until the
density dissolves into long stretches of lighter flow. The world is
like that, and so are our lives; it and we are in sync. There’s an
earthquake, a tsunami, a storm, an eruption all at once after years
of nothing. A dreary winter has lasted for ever, suddenly it’s spring,
the forsythia is in bloom, the trees are bursting into leaf, and it’s
time for outdoor-idling, but there are summer jobs to be lined up,
final exams, parties, last-moment bonding, packing, all at once.
That’s outside, but it’s similar inside: There are undistinguished
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times marked, very unremarkably, by routine and repetition; life
flows away and is canceled, collapses into one-and-any-day’s
schedule. Then suddenly time develops densities; all the momen-
tous moments happen together, for better or for worse. When it
rains, it pours, as the saying goes.

I should remind you here that the exhilarating heights and tear-
ful depths of time, or rather of eventfulness, separated by expanses
of flat dailiness—these closings-up and drawings-apart of happen-
ings—are a Western way of seeing the world and living in it. There
are teachings of the East that make a virtue of unbunching time, of
letting life flow evenly—every moment as charged with presence
as any other. Thus when I called this talk “Momentary Morality
and Extended Ethics,” I was thinking only of our half of the world.

So now I’ll explain what I mean by momentary morality. I’ve
been describing an experience of time and events that includes mo-
ments of crisis, either imposed on us by nature or manufactured
by us from sheer cussed, willful Westernness. Although krisis is a
Greek word meaning “separation” or “decision,” and so might just
betoken any branching in the flow of events, we generally don’t
mean something good by it. A crisis, as we use the word, is not so
much a branching as a stanching of the flow of events that makes
its elements pile up and then burst out, often in a kind of relieving
demolition of the status quo. Certainly the living pace we share,
consisting of stretches of eventless, quiet desperation or content-
ment, as the case may be, which are interspersed with somewhat
frantic eventfulness, practically guarantees that every high will be
at the expense of a low, as a hill is paid for by a hollow. I think that
I’ve told things the way they really are, but that I’ve left two ques-
tions (at least) quite unanswered: Are the highs higher than the
lows are low, that is, are there more great moments than sorry
ones? and What is the logic, or better, the ontology of these event-
pairings of high and low? Why is natural and human life subject
to these oppositions? By “ontology,” which signifies an “account
of being,” I mean the most fundamental explanation we can find
for the way things are, including psychology in the non-medical
sense: an account of the human soul. 

But I want to use this notion of bunched time, of high moments
we may hope for and low ones we can expect, of events shaped in
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time like wave packets connected by a flat line—unexamined
though the image be—to speak about the type of morality which I
call “momentary morality.” I mean those critical moments when
you’re up against the wall, when it’s too late to think things out,
when you need to be ready with an inner command to tell you what
to do—what you must do—at that very moment. The human con-
dition being what it is, what you must do will tend to be something
you don’t want to do, or rather, something you will want with every
fiber of your feelings not to do. If at that moment you waffle about
what you ought to do, or if you fail to do as you ought, you’ll never
forget that you were unprepared in a moral emergency or unstead-
fast in doing your duty. You will be diminished in your self-respect.

I’ve seen it written and heard it said that such moments of ex-
tremity reveal who a person really is. I don’t believe it. I think what
you do day-by-blessedly-ordinary-day is more apt to reveal, even
while it is shaping, who you are. But I do know that moral failure
in a crisis sticks with you: I know it from myself, I know it from a
tale one day told me, almost in passing, by a man I admired, and I
know it from fiction, especially Joseph Conrad’s novel Lord Jim
and Ernest Hemingway’s short story “The Snows of Kilimanjaro.” 

There is a theory of morality that seems to me tailored for mo-
ments of crisis and, consequently, inept in daily use. It is the Kant-
ian theory of the categorical imperative I mentioned earlier on. It
is, in the compass of my reading, the most powerful, coherent, in-
genious and, not incidentally, the most earnestly extremist theory
of human goodness ever devised. Like all great specific theory it
is embedded in a grand grounding of human consciousness. Kant
would turn, nay, whirl in his grave to hear me assign it to so par-
ticular a use, so momentary an occasion. But since I am convinced
that it is not possible to live well through the flats of life on Kantian
morality (though I lack time in this talk to explain why) and find
that even his own applications sometimes have repellent results, I
feel less abashed at saving the pieces, so to speak. Let me explain
as simply and briefly as I can how this morality might work in an
emergency, and that explanation itself will go a little ways toward
showing why one can’t live that way through extended time.

We have, Kant says, a faculty for freedom, namely, our will,
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our free will. To be free means to take orders from no one but one-
self. Thus the free will commands itself. It gives itself its own law.
There must be law, Kant thinks, because if the will were lawless it
would be the opposite of free—call it capricious, wanton. Now the
will, Kant also thinks, is an aspect of reason, which has two sides.
One side is theoretical reason. This reason gives nature its laws
and then recognizes them as necessary. I will set this activity of
reason aside here—it’s what I mean by ripping his moral theory
out of the grand whole. The other side is practical reason; it gives
itself its laws and so knows itself as free. You can see that it is iden-
tical with the free will. The will—really myself as a free person—
should, of course, obey the command of its self-given law, its
imperative. As I said earlier, this imperative permits no ifs and buts,
admits no special cases, allows no individual exceptions, because
it is addressed to reason, and reason does not contradict its own
universal judgment, for then it would be self-contradictory. Above
all, it avoids the necessities, the unfree determinism, of lawful na-
ture. We human beings are in part natural, namely, in our inclina-
tions and desires. Our free will, our practical reason, has no truck
with the emotions and feelings that drive us. It chooses a course
entirely because it is right and not in the least because we feel good
about it; in fact, the more it hurts the better we know we are doing
our duty, doing purely as we ought. And we have a test to tell us
whether our decision is right, a test that expresses the essence of
reason: If I can universalize my particular motive for choosing an
action so as to turn it into a general law of human action or a con-
ceivable law of nature, then I am choosing as I ought. I am pre-
serving the purity of reason, namely its universality and its
avoidance of self-contradiction by exception-making.

Let me give a famous example by Kant himself. Suppose a
persecutor comes to my door and asks if his intended victim is
within. All my inclination is to deny it, to protect the fugitive. But
if I generalize my motive it assumes this form: Under humanitarian
pressure anyone may tell a lie. And then all trust in anyone’s dec-
larations collapses, for anyone can construe an exception. So you
must tell the truth, and you will have done your duty, come hell or
highwater or the murder of a fugitive. I’ve told this example be-
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cause it seems to me to show how Kantian purity can turn into
moral catastrophe when life is fraught with daily danger. Just imag-
ine that you’re harboring a fugitive dissident in some totalitarian
state, and, as you well know they might, the secret police come
knocking at your door. Will you tell them the truth for the sake of
the self-consistency of reason? No, you will have recourse—if you
think you need it—to the very paralogical, paradoxical principle of
the white lie. And, in general, I think that this absolutist morality is
not only too inhumane, but also too joyless to be livable day by day.

But let there be that one life-changing moment when, torn from
the usually peaceful flux of ordinary life, you suddenly must de-
cide. The occasion might be a temptation to commit a minor trans-
gression in the world’s eyes, but one weighing heavily on your
conscience. Or it could be an unexpected call on your courage, un-
welcome but unavoidable, perhaps never patent to the world but
well enough known to yourself.

These are, I think, Kantian moments, spots of time when a
morality is wanted that disparages our inclinations and prompts us
to duty, that provides an effective on-the-spot test of what ought
to be done, to wit: What if everyone did what it has just crossed
my mind to do? That decisive moment’s morality is the kind which
commands without hedging.

But for most of us in this country these excruciating moments
that, when they do come, tend, to be sure, to come in multiples,
are blessedly sparse. The rational points on a mathematical line are
said to be dense, meaning that they leave no empty interval and
yet do not form a continuum (since the irrational points are miss-
ing). Such is the incident-line, the event-time of our ordinary daily
life, in which every little station has its happening; but though they
are all discrete, they are so closely packed together that they are
scarcely discernible. Our day has 86,400 seconds and our week
604,800 seconds, and we can calculate the number of seconds in
our month, our year, our decade, our lifetime. This flattish life-line
of instants, with the peaks and troughs it occasionally develops,
surely requires a different notion of goodness from the one that is
marked by excruciating, disruptive moments. As I called the latter
“momentary morality,” so I will call the former “extended ethics.”
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Morality, remember, requires command-issuing universal law;
ethics, on the other hand, demands natural and acquired personal
qualities. Of the possible English alternatives to the term “virtue,”
I think that “excellence” best expresses the connotations the an-
cient users of the word aretē seem to have had in mind, even before
the philosophers got to discerning a comprehensive meaning.

Let me list those connotations of aretē, understood as excel-
lence, that I can think of: 1. effectiveness; 2. competition; 3. hap-
piness; 4. enumerability; 5. habituation. They all have to do with
the long runs of life, the flat stretches that may buckle into peaks
and valleys of glory and misery; they have little or nothing to do
with the up-against-the-wall decisions of a life fractured by a moral
emergency.

I’ve spoken of the notion of aretē as an effective, potent way
of being that betokens a soul honed to a fine edge, just as a well-
sharpened pruning knife is an efficient and perhaps somewhat dan-
gerous object. There is a competitive tone to aretē, just as to be
excellent means literally “to rise above,” as we say, “to be out-
standing.” The possessor of aretē glories in it, vaunts and flaunts
it, as do the Homeric heroes. A hero is high in self-esteem, in cur-
rent language. Furthermore, the aretai, the excellences that every-
one recognizes, can be counted off. Socrates regularly refers to
four cardinal ones: wisdom, justice, courage, and sound-minded-
ness. These excellences require the right sort of body and soul—
physical and psychic talent as we would say—but also practice,
habituation. It is in this last element that the difference between
Kantian morality and ethics, as I have delineated it, shows up most.
Personal qualities are confirmed in habituation, in being habitually
practiced, but the free will, the self-legislation of morality is es-
sentially at odds with habituation. For habit puts the natural laws
of psychology to work, and these are deterministic mechanisms.
In fact, habit as a mechanism is an inhibition on spontaneousness,
on freedom. What’s more, for Kant the will’s intention trumps
practical execution.

Indeed, all the points of the ethics of individual qualities are
contrasted with law-morality. The categorical imperative has, to
be sure, several forms, but it is basically one, a super-command-
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ment that the free will issues and obeys, while the human excel-
lences are enumerably multiple. For although excellence as excel-
lence may be one super-quality, it needs to assume various
specifications, and these may even be at odds with each other. For
instance, courage and sound-mindedness (whose Greek term,
sophrosyne, is often translated as “moderation”) may pull in op-
posite directions. Certainly the competitive glorying of excellence
is unthinkable in a dutiful moralist, and the sharp-set potency and
effectiveness which goes with any excellence is absolutely out of
play for the moral mode. Once more, in Kant’s great works of
moral philosophy, the issue of execution, of how the passage from
decision to effective action is accomplished, which is so crucial a
juncture in ethics, is almost completely suppressed. Ethics is a way
of being objectively good in the world; the doing is almost every-
thing. Kantian morality is primarily concerned with being right
with oneself, subjectively good; the intention is everything, though
hard actions may, indeed should, follow. As Kant famously says:
There is nothing unqualifiedly good except a good will. Note that
he does not say “a good deed.”

It is with respect to my middle point, happiness, that the dif-
ference is greatest and that ethics seems to me a far more livable,
day-by-day useful theory. It is essential to moral intention that no
hint of nature-bound desire should taint the purity of duty done for
its own sake, meaning for the sake of self-rule; no psychic pleas-
ure-seeking mechanism should confuse the clarity of a command
obeyed for the sake of one's rational integrity, one’s rational con-
sistency. Ethics, on the other hand, cooperates with nature; al-
though it distinguishes between sound and corrupt pleasure,
between excess and moderation, it nevertheless regards pleasure,
in Aristotle’s words, as the bloom on our activity, and considers
happiness, whatever its definition, as the proper, indeed self-evi-
dent, human aim.

Recall that I have spoken about “extended ethics” as opposed
to “momentary morality” and distinguished the two theories of
human goodness by their relation to time, or rather, to eventuation.
Morality was for intense, abrupt, exigent, emergent moments of
up-against-the-wall decision making; ethics was for a looser,
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smoother, less urgent, more subdued tenor of life. And indeed,
everything I’ve observed about ethics seems to me to fit this latter
temporal mode better: our natural longing for accessible daily
pleasure and sustainable long-term happiness in the world; our in-
nocent, or not-so-innocent, human-all-too-human eagerness for
admiration; our comfort in a being buoyed up by a tradition of
recognizably articulated excellencies; our time-consuming growth
into profitable habits and productive routines.

Above I calculated our line of life in myriads of instants al-
most too brief for detection (as distinct from discernible mo-
ments). Yet each had to be occupied and vacated, lived in and
through, for better or for worse. It seemed to me that this analogy
of life to a line, at once dense and pointillistic, recommended to
us a theory of goodness which allowed us to be all there as natural
beings, driven at every point of temporal existence by desire, fas-
tening on some moments for fulfillment, developing excellence
and glorying in it, engaging with the world in action and with our-
selves in thinking. But it also seemed that there were moments of
heightened urgency when we must oppose our pleasure-seeking
and happiness-enjoying nature and forget all the flourishing ex-
cellence promotes in order to obey the harsh self-command of
“you ought”—no ifs and buts.

My overarching purpose, however, was to persuade you that
your studies of ways to be humanly good can be appropriated
by you to fashion a way of your own, that they need not add up
to mutual canceling-out of theories and all-round confusion of
soul. In fact, I’m paying you a major compliment: I’m supposing
that you’re taking your learning seriously, not just, as the phrase
goes, “academically”—that you take your studies to heart as life-
shaping.
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Reinventing Love:
An Introduction to Plato’s Phaedrus
John F. Cornell

The English playwright Tom Stoppard has a dazzlingly erudite
play called “The Invention of Love.” It is not one of his more
popular works for the stage, partly because of its arcane refer-
ences to classical philology, including substantial quotations from
the ancient poets in Greek and Latin and some stunning obser-
vations on the critical role of the comma. The play centers on the
nineteenth-century Oxford classicist and poet A. E. Housman as
he dramatically reviews his life in the Underworld among the
ghosts from his past. The title “Invention of Love” seems to de-
rive from the debate, recalled in passing, about which Roman
poet invented the love elegy: Housman wittily decides it in favor
of Gallus, on the basis of his one surviving line. Yet the title turns
out to be less academic when the drama takes up the hero’s al-
leged homosexuality. Housman invokes the shade of his contem-
porary, the flamboyant Oscar Wilde, who enters reading – or
rather mocking – Housman’s poem about a youth who took his
life for sexual shame. 

Shot? So quick, so clean an ending?
Oh, that was right, lad, that was brave:
Yours was not an ill for mending,
T’was best to take it to the grave.

To Wilde, Housman had tried to make art out of a newspaper
stereotype, a cliché. But art – like love – is always personal,
imaginative, and drastically original. Referring to his notorious

John F. Cornell is a tutor at St. John’s College in Santa Fe, New Mexico,
where an earlier version of this essay was delivered as a lecture on April
2011. The author wishes to express his gratitude to Maryanne Hoeffner-
Cornell, Keven Schnadig, and Joshua Renfro for the responses and dis-
cussions that contributed to the development of the present essay.
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affair with Lord Alfred Douglas (nicknamed Bosie), Wilde de-
clares:

Before Plato could describe love, the loved one had to
be invented. We would never love anyone if we could
see past our invention. Bosie is my creation, my poem.
In the mirror of invention, love discovered itself.

By which he seems to mean that all love is a species of art, and
that neither love nor love poetry would exist if people inquired
too critically into these ferments of imagination. Thus Stoppard
presents Housman the ascetic and Wilde the aesthete: the emo-
tionally conflicted scholar, whose life was “not short enough for
[him] not to do the things [he] wanted not to do”; and the creator
of modern gay identity, whose “blaze of immolation threw its light
into every corner where uncounted young men sat each in his own
darkness”1 – now freed, presumably, from thoughts of suicide. 

I cite this provocative drama because its two themes, homo-
eroticism and the invention of love, would certainly have in-
trigued Plato. For to “describe love” (Wilde’s understatement) Plato
places Socrates in a similar theatrical dialogue and shows him, like
Housman, curious about the poets’ innovation. Though neither
Wilde nor Housman seem aware of it, in the Phaedrus Socrates iden-
tifies the poets as the cultural promulgators of pederasty – Greek
man-boy love – and he undertakes to reinvent it. He reinvents it as
initiation into the love of wisdom. Perpendicular to the modern
polarity that Stoppard stages, of dejected self-repression versus
exuberant self-assertion, Plato stages the polarity of common ver-
sus philosophic love of the beautiful. His hypothesis sounds at
least as preposterous in our time as it must have sounded in his:
the higher meaning of homoeroticism is companionship in the
quest for being. 

Plato’s reinvention of love turns on a central question in his writ-
ings, namely, how philosophy is erotic. Philosophy is erotic not just
in the sense that wisdom is someone’s all-consuming passion. It is

1. Tom Stoppard, The Invention of Love (New York: Grove Press, 1997),
92-96.
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erotic in that the pursuit of wisdom draws on the excess of sexual
desire felt in the intimate relation between lover and beloved,
which in the Greek polis centers on the courtship of a youth by
an adult citizen. The philosopher is master of his desire for his
beloved because he understands their attachment as a joint path
of enlightenment. His love of wisdom puts his physical desire at
the disposal of a dialogical friendship, reversing the usual ten-
dency of love to subjugate the soul to the body. From this lover’s
abstention derives the popular term “Platonic love,” used nowa-
days to describe any friendship that is sexless and might have
been otherwise. But this popular idea of Platonic love misrepre-
sents Plato’s idea insofar as its original source – the Phaedrus –
is concerned with a particular, sexually charged bond, that of an
older guide and his follower.

No one can deny that there is a great deal to learn about roman-
tic love from Plato’s great dialogue. However, the modern reader’s
impression that Plato must disapprove of physical relations be-
tween all couples confuses the issue.2 For Plato there is indeed in
love a theme that overreaches bodily passion; eros is a broader
and more powerful force than the sexual drive. But the original
aporia concerned how this overreach expressed itself in pederasty.
Though it may appear to moderns as a settled institution,3 the
Greek sexual relationship between men and boys was actually
controversial in the polis because of its asymmetry. If we take sex-
ual pederasty simply to be an ancient norm, and then universalize
Plato’s sublimation of this desire, we run the risk of missing his

2. E.g., Glenn W. Most, “Six Remarks on Platonic Eros,” in Erotikon:
Essays on Eros, Ancient and Modern, ed. Shadi Bartsch and Thomas
Bartscherer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 42. “Plato
does not downplay, neglect, or minimize the bodily erotic drive but in-
stead evokes, intensifies, and even demonizes it – only to then explain
it away as a misunderstanding or as a metaphor and to turn it against
the body itself. In all this one is struck by a kind of Puritanism.”
3. Cf. James Davidson, The Greeks and Greek Love (New York: Ran-
dom House, 2007), xxvi,; and Andrew Lear and Eva Cantarella, Images
of Ancient Greek Pederasty (New York: Routledge, 2008), 18.
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point. It is the questionable naturalness of pederasty, the trans-
gressive character of this relationship that is at issue in the Phae-
drus (251a). If we ignore the possibility that this sexual liaison is
existential pedagogy manqué, we obscure the dialogue’s insight
into the connection between eros and philosophy. For Socrates the
same-sex eros that sidelines procreation points dramatically to
philosophy.4 He would bring this immoderate desire to its proper
climax. It is as if there is a hidden purpose in the havoc it wreaks,
as if it is only deceptively about friction of flesh. This explains
the peculiar intensity in the original Platonic relationship, which
the philosopher further intensifies through restraint – quite the op-
posite of repression. Mistrusting this drive toward his sexual like,
the philosophic lover heightens his conscious urge toward being.
How he does so is what the Phaedrus is about.

I shall attempt here to look at how the dialogue prepares us to
appreciate the new, philosophical pederasty (249a). I shall focus
on the exchanges and speeches that come before Socrates’s fa-
mous speech, the great palinode where he describes the divine
madness and the soul as charioteer driving mismatched steeds
with broken wings. Now for many readers the parts of the dia-
logue that precede the palinode have two strikes against them.
First, they are confusing. Second, they are not the palinode. That
is, we tend to take them as “preliminary material,” not worth much
trouble compared to Socrates’s spectacular discourse on love.
After all, doesn’t Socrates himself repudiate the speeches that pre-
cede the palinode? While we may find the first parts of the dia-
logue hard to take seriously, we should be surprised if every joke
and gesture of Socrates does not conceal some deeper meaning. I
propose that the first sections of the Phaedrus dramatize an es-
sential part of Socrates’s wisdom about eros and that the only way
to glean this wisdom is to interrogate his dialogical tactics. 

To start with the question I have already raised about invention:
invention is a topic in rhetoric. The Greek term euresis refers to

4. Cf. Leo Strauss, On Plato’s Symposium, ed. Seth Benardete (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2001), 50.
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the originality of the argument or rhetorical strategy in a speech.
It can also mean “discovery.” (My quotation of Stoppard’s Wilde
also invoked this duality.) Socrates uses the term when discussing
his approach in his first speech, building on Lysias’s thesis of the
superiority of the non-lover to the lover. As usual, Socrates is
ironic: in discussing “invention” he leads us to believe that he
could say nothing very original, except perhaps on inessential
points. (236a). Thus under the cover of a rhetorical contest he
conceals his bold innovation in Greek love. 

Socrates’s radical views are – as is to be expected in Plato –
set in contrast to the teaching of the poets who had long shaped
the Greek experience of love. Indeed the English term “inven-
tion” (as a translation of euresis) may apply more to the poets,
while the term “discovery” may better suit the philosopher who
inquires into the nature of things. The poets (according to the
term poiēsis) are makers and creators. They are not primarily in-
terested in the truth about human affairs, nor about the cosmic
order on which Socrates, by contrast, would ground the subject
of eros. The poets, he says, have not sung nor will they ever sing
adequately about the place beyond the heavens. They may pre-
sume to mediate between gods and men; but the philosopher gets
nearer to the “essence of being itself.” (247c).5 The poets could
therefore only give us love as an artifice – they helped and help
us invent it. The philosopher tries to reveal love as it is by nature,
as it might be discovered by the reflective mind. 

Now this difference comes up near the beginning of the dia-
logue in a striking way. Before beginning his speech in the match
with Lysias, Socrates makes a point of saying how shallow the
rhetorician is on the topic of love (235b). He prefers the original
writers, like the poets Sappho and Anacreon, who at least knew

5. Translations from Greek are adapted, literally and sometimes loosely,
from Plato in Twelve Volumes, Greek text of Phaedrus, Harold N.
Fowler translation (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982),
vol. 1; and Plato’s Phaedrus, translation, notes, appendices, introduc-
tion, and interpretive essay by Stephen Scully (Newburyport, Mass.:
Focus Publishing, 2003).
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what needed to be said on the subject. He does not mean that the
poets spoke or knew the whole truth; he brings them into this
conversation because of their cultural influence. He says he could
never have invented the original talk about love (ouden autōn en-
nenoēka, 235c). The poets poured it into his ears like a foreign
stream – “foreign” (allotriōn) implying that this current was not
native to him or perhaps to anybody else. Lysias may be the occa-
sion of this impromptu contest of speeches, but for Socrates the
real challengers are the poets.

Notice Phaedrus’s reaction to Socrates’s genealogy of Greek
love. “Don’t tell me, Socrates, even if I beg you, how or from
whom you heard such talk” (235d). I suspect that here Plato is
underscoring the antipathy between a shallow type of aesthetic
experience and philosophy. Phaedrus is expressing resistance to
having knowledge about the psychology of his pleasure. Pleasure
is immediacy and knowledge would interfere with his passive
enjoyment, supplanting it with the beginnings of self-conscious-
ness about his response. Just as Oscar Wilde argues in Stoppard’s
play, a certain self-deception facilitates both erotic attachment and
poetic invention. So the question of origins carries a disturbing
potential from which Phaedrus protects himself. It might force
upon his attention the arbitrariness of cultural forms, and the
power poets have over us beyond our own immediate experience.
Subjection to love may be one with subjection to the rhetoric of
its poetry insofar as our feelings may have capricious causes. 

Obviously in our interpersonal experience, love and rhetoric
are intertwined. The passions that engage us intimately also in-
duce us to wear masks or play rhetorical games in order to give
safe expression to our feelings. At the beginning of the dialogue
both Socrates and Phaedrus profess to be lovers of speeches, sus-
ceptible to the beauties of language. But they don’t mean quite
the same thing by this pleasure, and they engage in a good deal
of horsing around before they settle on their shared business.
Each conceals his desire in a different way. Phaedrus hides his
need to recite Lysias’s speech, to impersonate him before another,
as if he could make Lysias’s powers his own (228a). He is even
concealing the scroll of Lysias’s discourse, which he has with
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him. Socrates will quickly expose the deception. By contrast,
Socrates pretends weakness. He pretends to be sick with the love
of hearing discourses, when (as we shall see) he is angling for a
chance to expound his own views. So the difference is that Phae-
drus is deceiving himself when he tries to hide his desire, whereas
Socrates hides his desire with full awareness by pretending to be
susceptible to a more common appetite. He pretends to be de-
pendent on Phaedrus to hear any speeches, such that Phaedrus
could easily lead him all around Attica. Though Phaedrus senses
that Socrates is teasing him on this score, he does not appreciate
how the quest for wisdom motivates Socrates. Thus Plato intro-
duces us immediately to the difference that self-knowledge
makes in desire’s need to be concealed and sustained. Ordinary
desire conceals itself out of emotional self-interest. Philosophical
desire, the interest in philosophy, conceals itself by imitating or-
dinary desire (cf. 227c-d). This is the irony of Socrates’s seduc-
tion in the Phaedrus. He has his own Lysian strategy but in
reverse: the philosophical non-lover posing as common lover.

Keenly aware of the role-playing, Socrates calls attention to
it. He hopes that they might drop their masks and that Phaedrus
might just recite or read Lysias’s speech. To shatter the fiction,
he describes their encounter as third persons.

O Phaedrus! If I don’t know Phaedrus, I have forgotten my-
self. But since neither of these things is true, I know very
well that when listening to Lysias he did not hear once only,
but often urged him to repeat; and he gladly obeyed. Yet even
that was not enough for Phaedrus, but at last he borrowed
the book and read what he especially wished. Then . . . he
went for a walk with the speech, as I believe, . . . learned [it]
by heart. . . . And he was going outside the wall to practice
it. And meeting the man who is sick with the love of dis-
course, he was glad when he saw him, because he would
have someone to share his revel, and told him to lead on. But
when the lover of discourse asked him to speak, he feigned
coyness, as if he did not yearn to speak; at last, however,
even if no one would listen willingly, he was bound to speak
whether or no. So, Phaedrus, ask him to do now what he will
presently do anyway (228a-c).
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Unfortunately, it is not so easy to dispense with the disguises.
When Phaedrus proves excessively enamored of Lysias’s speech,
Socrates dons a mask even more ironic than that of the speech-
lover: he covers himself with his cloak. Expected to denounce
the lover in behalf of the non-lover (according to Lysias’s model),
he lets Phaedrus believe that he hides out of embarrassment for
seeking Phaedrus’s admiration (237a). This misleads not only
Phaedrus but also many readers. In fact, Socrates is speaking for
himself as a philosopher, but is concealing it while he performs
as Lysias’s rival. His concern for Phaedrus requires him to give
counsel under cover, philosophical advice (237b-c). Now philo-
sophical advice presupposes inquiry into the nature of things. He
will define the nature of love, based on the inner workings of the
soul, as clarification of these principles fosters unanimity of mind
and whole-hearted decision. Similarly, his speech will denounce
the bad lover for keeping his beloved from “divine philosophy,”
lest the beloved become wise to him (239b). In short, Socrates is
not representing a lecherous non-lover unfettered by love in the
manner of Lysias. He is performing his own species of dispas-
sion, the non-love of the philosopher who is nonetheless inter-
ested in his listener’s welfare. In his view, the irrational lovers
are Lysias and all his kind, whatever they may pretend. A com-
plex irony: while Socrates prevented Phaedrus from speaking as
Lysias, with “Lysias” concealed in the scroll under his cloak
(228e), Socrates contrives to speak as if he were a new Lysias,
except under his cloak he has concealed himself and philosophy.
In scripting Lysias and Socrates as protrusions under cloaks,
Plato suggests the symbolism of the talking phallus – each man’s
desire determining his speech. In this contest of rhetoric we wit-
ness not Socrates’s shame but his satyr play mocking Phaedrus’s
infatuation.

In keeping with his exposé of Lysias, Socrates’s account re-
duces eros to force. Eros tops a sequence of exorbitant desires.
First he mentions the overmastering passion for food called glut-
tony, then the tyrannizing passion for wine; we seek a name for
the amorous desire akin to these. 
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It’s relatively clear already, I suppose, why all this has
been said, but things are altogether clearer if the reason
is spelled out rather than left unstated: when passion
without reason [overcomes] straight-minded opinion and
is itself driven toward the pleasure of beauty, and further,
when this passion is violently moved by kindred desires
toward the beauty of the body and is victorious, it takes
its name from that very force (rhōmē) and is called love
(erōs). (238b-c; italics added.)

Socrates’s definition of eros here is a picture of transgression
and excess. Passion overcomes opinion concerning what is cor-
rect, epi to orthon, or (as Scully’s translation has it) it overcomes
“straight-minded” opinion. The joke about pederasty seems to
work in Greek as it does in English. In any event it underscores
the rupture of conventional boundaries. But what are we to make
of eros concluding a list of nutritional excesses? Gluttony, drunk-
enness, and . . . love! The implication is that what most people
call “love” comes down to sexual appetite, the desire, as they say,
to devour or snack on somebody. (Socrates would probably see
the modern literature of vampires as suggesting our ambivalence
about a sexuality enacted on the nutritional model.) All this seems
a comic way of depicting an eros whose “naturalness” consists
mainly of predation. He brings his whole speech to a close with
the ditty: “Just as the wolf loves the lamb, so the lover adores his
beloved!” (241d.)

But the talk of erotic rapacity conceals a psychological theme,
the theme of master and slave. We saw earlier how the passions
Socrates and Phaedrus have for speeches made them vulnerable
to each other’s manipulations; it is so much more the case with
the desire to possess the idealized beloved, especially outside
marriage or the friendship of equals. Here is where force
emerges, in the disordered soul as well as between the lovers who
vie for control. How does one get what one wants from another
who is himself a free center of desire? The paradoxes of this
struggle, which Hegel’s analysis of Spirit described as the mas-
ter-slave dialectics, are hardly foreign to Plato. In fact, I would
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propose that the struggle to be the master is what makes Lysias’s
speech of genuine interest. What draws Phaedrus to this speech,
whereby a man recommends himself as a non-lover in order to
seduce a youth? Readers of the dialogue often take the speaker
of Lysias’s speech (whom I call Lysias for short) for a clever
scoundrel – a seducer whose only distinction is a weird strategy
that touts his lack of passion. This cannot be the whole story. If
Lysias has merely devised a new way to secure some recreational
sex, then Phaedrus is a fool and Plato is giving Socrates a slight
pretext for expounding his thinking about eros. The problem is
to understand what makes Lysias’s position significant both for
Phaedrus as candidate of his solicitations and, in a different way,
for Socrates.

First of all, one should note how Lysias has attempted to create
legitimacy and respectability for a controversial liaison. He has
made the love of boys into something sensible that will pass
under public gaze without criticism. Thanks to his professed lack
of passion, the older friend will provide the youth with reliable
social benefits and meanwhile not be tempted to make any care-
less disclosures. The flaw in this solution to the problem of illicit
love is not simply its deceitfulness or even its self-deception. The
flaw is that, while Lysias has removed one of the obstacles to this
passion, he has simultaneously removed one of its hidden moti-
vations. He cannot remove the defiance of respectability – the
pose of superiority to decent opinion – without removing some
of the allure of the liaison. 

Thus Lysias has to inject it with a new power, the unconven-
tional idea of the attraction of non-love. What Lysias’s novel se-
duction brings to the fore is the power of indifference and
impassivity. The obstacles to Greek love that he removed in a so-
cial sense he recreates in a more seductive psychological one.
Anyone who has ever played or watched the game of “hard-to-
get” might wonder if it doesn’t touch on something paradoxical
in desire itself. In Lysias’s case, it is easy to see how the older
person might capitalize on the youth’s attraction to him. As non-
lover, he makes the youth into the lover and himself the prize.
He is no slave of love; he need not surrender any ego-pride. He



24 THE ST. JOHN’S REVIEW

simply denies love, denies his capacity to be captivated in that
way. We are speaking, after all, about the orator whose interest
is his superior ability to move others – someone whose erotic vic-
tory is inseparable from the rhetorical one. Meanwhile, Lysias’s
listener, the younger person like Phaedrus, will have an idol to
worship. For there can be little doubt about Phaedrus’s need for
a hero. Why else would he insist three times on the definitiveness
of Lysias’s speech? (236b.) And why offer, even in jest, to erect
a statue of the winner of the speech competition? (236b.) It is
Lysias’s turning of the tables on the beloved that supplies the spe-
cial element of fascination. For Phaedrus, Lysias functions as the
erotic unmoved mover. 

Socrates cannot fail to be struck by the distorted semblance
of the philosopher in Lysias’s idea, the sublime aloofness of one
who keeps his head in love. Even his criticism of the orator’s
harping on this theme might indicate his interest (235a). And
notice: when Phaedrus asks Socrates to give his own speech, a
better and “quite different” one (mē elattō hetera, 235d),
Socrates craftily avoids doing so. Let me make this clear:
Socrates could easily now give, after Phaedrus’s recitation and
at his request, what many take to be the “true” speech about
eros as Divine Madness, the renowned palinode. But at this
point he resists the invitation. To paraphrase, he tells Phaedrus:
We needn’t go there. Lysias has not failed in every respect. Plus,
you mustn’t imagine that feeble-minded Socrates could com-
pose a discourse with brand new arguments! (235e.) Socrates
pretends that he is required to adopt Lysias’s topic of non-love,
and he distracts attention from this pretense with a question-
begging maneuver. “Take the subject of Lysias’s speech,” he
says. “What person arguing that the non-lover ought to be more
favored than the lover, could omit praise of the non-lover’s calm
sense and blame of the lover’s unreason? These are necessary
points.” (235e-236a.) Thus, while indicating what might be at-
tractive about non-love, and using Lysias’s thesis as his alibi,
Socrates submits to a non-existent rule of adopting the anti-love
theme for his first speech. For his own reasons, the philosopher
is intent on delivering a discourse against Greek love. He sim-
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ply wants it to appear as if he adopts the topic from Lysias at
Phaedrus’s behest (236bB).

Of course, Socrates has to unpack what’s going on in Lysias’s
head to bring out the fraud in his rhetorical game. Lysias wants
the beloved’s sexual favors as much as any lover; he only mani-
fests in an exceptional way the lover’s desire to keep control.
Thus, one of the things that Socrates’s counter-speech will do is
to make explicit how an older lover (like Lysias) feels compelled
to master the beloved, master his soul quite as much as his body.
The bad lover seeks a boy who will bear witness to the lover’s
superiority, who can be kept dependent and will never surpass
him. This master denies the beloved’s needs as he excels in pur-
suing his own. His denial of the beloved’s individual humanity –
Lysias’s speech purports to cover all cases – ensures that the
beloved will pay all the psychological costs. Socrates, speaking
as the true and wise non-lover, would protect his youthful ad-
dressee from such abuse. In fact, the wisdom in his speech is
aimed at the real-life Phaedrus. There is a moment when he in-
terrupts himself, “seeming” (so he says) to have lost control of
his mind to the nymphs or Muses; he wishes to avert the attack
(238d). But the immediate context gives Socrates’s wish another
sense, too; for he insists that Phaedrus, the object of his enthusi-
asm, pay special attention. One attack that Socrates means to
avert is that of an orator like Lysias. 

Thus Socrates continues his speech, pursuing his counter-at-
tack not only on the bad lover, the “slave to pleasure” (238e) who
preys on youth, but also on any professed non-lover (again like
Lysias) with sexual designs. He proposes to describe the “advan-
tage or harm coming from the lover or the non-lover to the youth
who grants him his favors” (238e). Phaedrus misses the innu-
endo. When Socrates has finished his speech retailing the repul-
sive features of such seducers, Phaedrus expects to hear the other
half of the declamation, the praise of the non-lover. Socrates pre-
tends such an elaboration is superfluous: one could simply re-
verse the situation and attribute to the non-lover the advantages
that parallel the disadvantages of the lover. But he hints that such
a positive speech would be grand. He is already speaking in hexa-
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meter! “If I begin to praise the non-lover, what kind of hymn do
you suppose I shall raise?” (241e.) If we suspect that Socrates
has his second speech up his sleeve, the palinode praising the di-
vine madness, we might wonder if it might not be the very praise
of the non-lover that Phaedrus is missing. It is significant (though
it is rarely noticed) that, to introduce his second speech, Socrates
continues to speak as the chaste critic of Greek love. He contin-
ues his stance as the advisor of the unwary youth. “Where’s the
boy with whom I was just speaking?” he begins. “He must hear
this speech, too, and not be in a rush to grant favors to the non-
lover before he has heard me out” (243e;, italics added). In other
words, Phaedrus must hear Socrates’s second speech, the palin-
ode, in order to learn not to grant favors even to a non-lover. For
the palinode will celebrate the true non-lover, who resists Greek
love as a sexual practice; but it will also celebrate the true lover,
who reinvents this love as an art of higher inspiration. The con-
traries love / non-love are reconciled in the superior idea of
courtship expressed in philosophy.

What I am proposing – as the upshot of these machinations –
is that Socrates is committed to the first speech no less than to
the second, and that the two are artfully connected. They have
striking internal consistencies. Socrates is always Socrates. He
says what he thinks is true, but his irony both hides and hints at
his meaning. It is up to the reader to work out the implications
and resolve the ambiguities. Such interpretive demands make the
Phaedrus a confusing experience for the inexperienced reader,
who runs for shelter in the palinode. But the idea that only the
palinode represents Socrates’s essential teaching – an error made
even by scholarly interpreters – is not compatible with his ma-
neuvering both speeches into place. Socrates himself suggests
the idea that the two speeches are intended to form a whole in
the analytical discussion that follows them. (265a-266a). He pro-
poses, for instance, that they are like right and left in an object
with mirror-symmetry. Love and non-love harmonize in the two
speeches because they are two sides of one thing. It would not
be hard to show that the ideas of madness (265a), the accounts
of the desire for beauty (238a), the sense of the mind’s rightful
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rule (237e-238a), even the design to “capture” a boy (253c) – all
agree in the two speeches as well. It is as if Socrates describes a
single, expansive and indifferent force – called eros – only from
two opposite points of view (cf. 263d). The difficulty is to un-
derstand why he dramatizes the movement from one perspective
to the other as a personal religious crisis.

Let us see how Socrates has plotted his rhetorical performance.
If his two speeches are intended to form a whole (265c), then we
have to entertain the notion that he planned them from some point
early on in the dialogue – perhaps when he heard Phaedrus’s ve-
hement defense of Lysias. If Socrates has taken up the guidance
of his young friend from the start (cf. 261c, 265c), then certain
confusing moments in his behavior are clarified. A couple of ex-
amples will suffice.

First, is Socrates’s resistance to entering into competition with
Lysias at all convincing? It is not just that Socrates wants to
speak; he wants to make Phaedrus make him speak (cf. 237a10).
Socrates has baited Phaedrus with the idea that he, Socrates,
could give a better speech than Lysias, but then turns around and
acts surprised when Phaedrus takes his jest in earnest and presses
him to make good on his boast. How could anyone compete with
the ingenious Lysias? (236b-c.) Phaedrus rises to the bait. He
imagines that he now has a “fair hold” on Socrates and can also
get him back for exposing his (Phaedrus’s) wish to impersonate
Lysias. Phaedrus will use the tactic Socrates used on him: “if I
don’t know Socrates I have forgotten myself,” “he yearned to
speak, but feigned coyness,” and so on (236b). Phaedrus is en-
joying his game of one-upmanship over Socrates. The real joke
is that Socrates provoked Phaedrus’s entreaty so that he can
blame him later for the first speech criticizing lovers and love.
This, as we’ll see, allows him to include Phaedrus in the theo-
logical drama of its recantation.

He sets up his second speech, the palinode, in an even more
elaborate way. 

Phaedrus has bought Socrates’s excuse that there is no need
for him to praise the non-lover; he also buys Socrates’s threat to
go away before Phaedrus can exert any more power over him.
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Phaedrus, however, wants him to stay, specifically to talk over
what’s already been said. In other words, once again Phaedrus
would have accepted skipping the next part of the actual conver-
sation, the palinode in this case, in favor of pursuing the dialogue
that follows the speeches. It is Phaedrus, not Socrates, who uses
the verb dialegō here (242a). What? Engage Socrates in dia-
logue? No way! To prevent his oratorical plan from going off
course, Socrates pretends to misunderstand Phaedrus’s request:
“Phaedrus, you are something divine when it comes to speeches.
Who has been the source of more discourses than you, either
speaking them yourself or compelling others to do so? There you
go again, twisting my arm! Now another speech is coming upon
me, all because of you!” (242a-b, paraphrased.) Notice that Phae-
drus is surprised at this unasked-for event. He says, using a Greek
idiom, that “this is good news” (ou polemon ge angelleis).

That’s just the beginning of the intrigue. For Socrates’s an-
nouncement of the new discourse that Phaedrus is extorting from
him precedes his declaration of another motivation for it.
Socrates now declares that his daimonion prevented him from
going away in order to correct his sin against the god of love. A
sin against Eros? Socrates has now given Phaedrus one too many
justifications for the palinode to come. We know the one justifi-
cation is suspect, why should the other be legitimate? Phaedrus’s
interest in more talk might have been enough of a “sign” for
Socrates to conclude that he now has his attention.6 Of course,
that does not explain Socrates’s confession and need to atone.
How are we to take Socrates’s guilt over a sin (the critique of
love) that we observed him commit with malice aforethought?
We observed him cleverly preserve the impious topic in his first
speech. No daimonion troubled him then! Now Socrates has a
scapegoat for his sin, too. At the same time that he beats his
breast, he moans how it was all Phaedrus’s fault (the move we
saw him prepare earlier). “That was a dreadful speech you made
me give, Phaedrus! That first speech was your speech. You spoke

6. Catherine Zuckert, Plato’s Philosophers: The Coherence of the Dialogues
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 311, n. 65.



ESSAYS & LECTURES | CORNELL 29

it through my mouth, as you bewitched me!” (242e.) More
Socrates theatre. Where Phaedrus had wanted to deliver Lysias’s
speech as if it were his own, now he is made the speaker behind
Socrates’s speech! Again Plato piles up the ironies; for Socrates’s
first speech was Phaedrus’s in the sense that it was perfectly
adapted to the younger man’s frame of mind. But why does
Socrates assign it to his friend as a sort of accusation? Is he mim-
icking the dishonest recriminations found in the unsatisfying love
that that speech just described? Socrates knows how to make
Phaedrus’s identification with the boldest orator work to his ad-
vantage. Phaedrus is now both implicated in and fascinated by
Socrates’s dramatic religious turn. 

But what is his conversion driving at? Surely Plato intends that
we the readers see through Socrates’s ruse of repentance. I count
six references to sin when he describes the crime of his first
speech. These, however, fall into two distinct classes: a rhetorical
error on the one hand, and an offense to the god Eros on the other.
He will correct his rhetorical error by recanting the speech, as he
admits to having “sinned with respect to mythology” (243a), i.e.,
speech about the god. But though he dwells on the personal of-
fense to Eros (242c, d, e), he never exactly acknowledges com-
mitting it. So to repeat: why the theological melodrama? Why
does Socrates put on a redemption play starring himself, a play
within the play – let us call it “Appeasing the God Eros” – to dis-
credit the first speech and distract us from the contrivance that
makes him responsible for it? Why sever his first speech from
the palinode in such an artificial way? 

As mentioned earlier, Socrates hints in the conversation fol-
lowing the oratory that his two speeches are linked in his mind
(262d, 263d, 265c, 266a). These hints come purposely too late.
From the point of view of Phaedrus, and of most readers,7 the
two speeches are to appear incompatible. One speech argued that
eros is harmful to both the lover and the beloved, and the other
showed that eros is the greatest of good things. This is how Phae-
drus describes them in retrospect, likening Socrates to a sophist

7. Cf. Scully, Plato’s Phaedrus, 95.
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who has demonstrated contradictory theses (263c). From a philo-
sophical point of view, however, the contradiction represented
by the two speeches may lie deeper. It may lie at the heart of
erotic existence, in every soul’s conflict with itself, which comes
to light especially in the passion for youths. Such conflict can be
finally resolved only by philosophy in its direct confrontation
with eros.

Remember, part of the fascination of Lysias’s speech was its
hypocritical motive: the experienced adult might dissemble his
own love and thus intensify a youth’s devotion to him. It is as if
in every lover the non-lover is always lurking and in desire a de-
sire for something beyond itself. When Socrates thus gives his
“Lysian” (first) speech, he exploits the conflict hidden in sexual
pederasty. He plays up the potential repulsiveness of the sexual
lover in order to elicit not the youth’s preference for the non-lover
(that was Lysias’s strategy) but his mistrust of sexual advances
from older men altogether. But further, he plays up the adult
lover’s alienation from his own passion too. In Lysias’s speech
the inevitable decline in the lover’s interest was merely inciden-
tal, an eventual disappointment to the boy. Socrates makes a long
excursus on the lover’s discomfort, describing his emotional turn
away from his beloved when, sooner or later, the lover finds him-
self a “different person” (241b). Beyond warning the boys against
licentious lovers, Socrates is reminding the amorous men of their
own internal division. The argument of his first speech, its cri-
tique of the pursuit of bodies, thus prepares for the vision to come
in the palinode. Ordinarily, lovers ascribe their eventual turn
against their love to the inadequacy of a particular partner.
Socrates is showing that the inadequacy inheres in the desire for
what only apparently extinguishes it. The dissatisfactions of boy
loving, when it is reduced to a merely sexual condition, point to
a realization that this passion is groping beyond sexual pleasure,
groping for something ungraspable in the experience of beauty.

So my explanation of Socrates’s theatrical conversion is that
it prepares Phaedrus for a possible spiritual revolution in terms
that he can comprehend now – the terms of pious reform.
Socrates’s first speech and his dramatic repulsion from bad love
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actually represent an essential phase in erotic self-knowledge.
That is why he only pretends to reject it. This love’s moral “bad-
ness” is not the problem. The real problem with the sexual con-
duct of pederasty is that it constitutes a human aspiration
unfulfilled (cf. 250e-251a). Similarly, if we only heard the edi-
fying palinode, we might entertain a moral opinion about the
goodness of its object, the “spiritual” lovers that who shun mutual
sexual use. But only when the perspectives of both speeches are
held together, like two horses in a double harness, held together
under the rule of mind, can there be erotic self-knowledge. Only
when the psychic energy of repulsion from the “bad” carries one
toward the “good” love does the lover come to know his soul’s
order as a whole, that is, attain the inner certainty of its coming-
to-be in freedom. This psychic self-generation is advanced, ac-
cording to the last pages of the dialogue, when the lover-turned-
philosopher learns the practice of “writing on his soul” (276a,
278a).

But Phaedrus is in no position to understand this mystery, how
the good might be the beneficiary of the bad. The transformation
of the negative into the positive eros – of the Lysian will-to-
power into the Socratic power of self-motion (245c) – is an inte-
rior development incomprehensible to the novice. Socrates can
denounce his first speech as expressing “nothing sound or true”
(mēden hugies legonte mēde alēthes, 242e); but even that judg-
ment is grounded in experience beyond Phaedrus’s ken. For the
time being, Socrates has to appeal to Phaedrus’s passions and
imagination to advance his learning in erotics to the next stage. 

Socrates receives rhetorical assistance from the imagery of the-
ology. If Love is a god, he says, then he cannot be evil. But that
is what his first speech and Lysias’s supposed (242d-e). Is the
god to authorize the un-health and un-truth of common lust? No,
the god should serve to overcome this error of the mind and ail-
ment of the body. The first two speeches took no account of how
the lover’s banal thinking was determining his erotic experience.
Such discourses are really only good to impress “manikins” – un-
developed and thoughtless people, anthrōpiskoi (243a). Thus,
while the Lysian speeches tell us something about the dark side
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of eros, which Socrates manages by the reins of awareness, he
knows that most people never attain the defining experience of
love, where care for the genuinely beautiful reigns in the soul. If
we are not to remain undeveloped people (anthrōpiskoi), educa-
tion has to make the difference. Recall the case of Stesichorus,
who slandered Helen, attributing responsibility for the Trojan
War to her rather than to men’s self-deception. He was “inspired
by the Muses” (243a). That is, he was educated8 so that even
blinded he could see that recanting would retrieve his sight.
Socrates follows suit with a recantation for the sake of Phaedrus’s
instruction. 

Earlier in the dialogue Socrates admitted the dividedness of his
own soul. He wondered about whether he was “a monster more
complicated and more furious than Typhon, or a gentler and sim-
pler creature, to whom a divine lot is given as our share in nature”
(230a). Notice that he did not refer to two lots or two fates, be-
tween which a soul might choose. Rather he called only the gentle
and simple condition of the soul a destiny, moira. It is ours, po-
tentially, as “our share in nature (phusei metechon).” Ultimately,
the Socratic type of lover does not choose the good over the evil
in his soul as an act of will. Neither is dialectics, the examination
of the truth about souls in general, effective on its own, not as a
first approach. (This is symbolically reserved for the last part of
the Phaedrus.) It is rather a matter of this lover’s being educated
into his contemplative part in the whole, which means engaging
his radical desire, his desire of body and soul as a unity. The pas-
sion for youths is an unruly, even mad expression of mind in an
animal that seeks a free relationship with the beautiful. The inner
principle of this freedom and unity is typically submerged in a
confusion of feelings. Socrates’s initial definition of love in fact
described the youth-lover’s typical, if unwitting, mistake. “When
passion without reason . . . is driven toward the pleasure of
beauty, and further, when it is violently moved by kindred desires
toward the beauty of the body . . . , this is called love” (italics
added.). Only an education “inspired by the Muses” (243a) might

8. The Greek term here, mousikos, designates anyone cultured or educated. 
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reverse the effects of this error and liberate the passion for beauty
as such from the instinct for sexual pleasure. The art of love in
the palinode can be understood as the method of this reversal.

Phaedrus’s sentimental education will have to liberate his de-
sire from an aestheticism that enflames his fantasies. Only a po-
etry or rhetoric directed to self-knowledge will serve this end.
Unlike Socrates, Phaedrus cannot rationally manage the tension
between a tyrannical and a liberating eros; at this point he is
barely acquainted with the power of his own mind. His imagina-
tion must first be set upon the path to his mind’s realization. This
is the reason for Socrates’s pious performance. He must first free
Phaedrus’s erotic excess from the irrational sexual plane, where
it will never be satisfied, by enlisting his belief in a higher life
yet unknown to him and by associating his eros with some kind
of divine goodness. “My first speech,” Socrates declares, “was
foolish and somewhat impious. What could be more dreadful than
that? . . . Do you not believe that Love is the son of Aphrodite and
is a god? . . . If Love is, as indeed he is, a god or something divine,
he can be nothing evil. . . . I will try to atone by recantation.”
(242d-e, 243b; italics added.)

Socrates would also avoid the fate of being blinded by the god
Eros, who punishes those who speak ill of him (243b). Phaedrus
might take this threat of divine retribution at face value, but
surely Socrates interprets the oracle in a non-physical way: who-
ever thinks the god simply evil forfeits their capacity for higher
sight (cf. 257a). 

But the god has positive sanctions too. By imagining the god’s
benevolence Phaedrus might imagine himself as a finer lover,
happier in love. 

If any man of noble and gentle character,9 one who was himself
in love with another of the same sort . . . had happened to hear us
saying that lovers take up violent enmity because of small matters
and are jealously disposed and harmful to the beloved, don’t you
think he would imagine he was listening to people brought up

9. Like Socrates, for example? Notice the kinship of this expression to
that in his earlier puzzle about what kind of creature he was (230a).
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among low sailors, who had never seen a generous love? Would
he not refuse utterly to assent to our censure of the god Love?
(243cC-d; italics added.)

Socrates lets Phaedrus draw his own conclusion. He declines
to specify which way the causal influence might go, between
showing respect for the god and finding a satisfying relationship.
Perhaps it goes both ways: pursuing a noble love may reinforce
belief in the philanthropy of Eros and vice versa. In any case, the
lover of youth will have to make an uncommon effort to partake
in this heavenward dialectic. The god’s help is essential.

The god, of course, is the sublime but still latent power in
Phaedrus’s own psyche. The soul of the lover of youths does not
acquire its higher faculties of perception and guidance without
first participating imaginatively in their development. Participa-
tion, metechō, is the word Socrates uses for realizing one’s true
nature, becoming part of the whole (230a). If the passion for
youths is not educated in a way that carries it “up” toward being
as a whole,10 then it is deprived of its raison d’être – the teleo-
logical or vital significance that enables such a lover to come into
his own. Socrates knows the instinctual (emphytos, 237d) force
of the drive for pleasure, the impulse that threatens to overwhelm
what’s best in a person’s mind. In behalf of Phaedrus’s develop-
ment he discourages squandering this force in routines of com-
pulsive gratification by revealing its propulsive potential. To
picture the pederast according to his commonplace appearance
(as in the first speeches), to reduce him to the vulgar images of a
licentious animal: that would be the “sin against mythology”
(243a). As philosopher and teacher, as rhetorician and true poet,
indeed as the lead and “leader of souls” in his own psychagogic
play (261a, 271d), Socrates tips the balance in favor of his pupil’s
highest possibilities.

The new mythos, the palinode preparatory for philosophy, at-
tempts a revolution in Phaedrus’s sensibility. It attempts to initiate

10. Thus the “proof” mounted in the palinode that true love-madness is
divine must be grounded in a myth about soul and self-motion in the
cosmos at large (245c).
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him, first imaginatively, into a liberating experience of love.
Should this effort meet with success, should Phaedrus take up the
practice of philosophic pederasty, he may someday find himself
questioning the myth that commends the god Eros without qual-
ification. Yet even if he comes to regard the god as less gracious
than he once imagined, he will look back upon the erotic path to
self-knowledge as a substantiated good.
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In the Heaven of Knowing:
Dante’s Paradiso
Peter Kalkavage

“For we shall see him as he is.” 1 John 3:2

The focus of my talk this evening is the Paradiso, the culminat-
ing and most beautiful part of Dante’s Comedy. The Paradiso has
much to tell us about happiness, the perfection of the intellect,
the nature of true freedom, the flourishing of community, the role
of love in education, and the profound connection that the good
and the true have to beauty.

The Comedy is one of the greatest works on education. It is
the story of Dante’s awakening to the highest and deepest things.
The story begins in a dark wood and ends with a vision of God.
Dante makes a journey to the three regions of the spiritual world:
Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise. Each region is defined in terms of
the intellect, the part of us that most reveals what it means to be
made in God’s image. Hell is the place of those “who have lost
the good of intellect” (Inf. 3.18).1 They have distorted God’s
image beyond repair. Purgatory is the mountain “where reason
searches us” (Purg. 3.3). It is the place where repentant souls –
through purifying torment, reflection, and prayer – undo the dis-
tortions of sin. In Paradise souls rejoice in the intellectual vision
of God. They see with their most God-like part the Original
whose image they are.

Dante’s poem has special relevance for those who have de-
voted their lives to teaching. Throughout the poem Dante stresses
the importance of teachers and guides. Indeed, the Comedy may

1. All translations of the Comedy are from the edition by John D. Sinclair
(Oxford, 1939).
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be regarded as an extended song of gratitude on Dante’s part – a
tribute to all his guides and to guidance itself as the work of
grace. The poem invites us to commemorate those who have
played a guiding role in our own lives: our teachers, friends, and
family members, and in addition the authors, poets, philosophers,
founders, and heroes who hold a special place in our hearts and
nourish us with their wisdom, their beauty, and their example.
Dante gives these personal guides theological meaning. As St.
Augustine knew better than anyone, grace – the central theme of
his Confessions – does not work in a merely general way. It
works at particular times in particular ways through particular
people and events. This is the miraculous particularity that Dante
too confesses.     

When we first meet the pilgrim Dante, he is lost in a dark
wood. This no doubt refers to the turbulent period in Dante’s life
shortly before his exile from his native Florence. But it refers
more deeply to his having fallen away from Beatrice, whom he
meets again at the top of Mount Purgatory and who becomes his
guide through Paradise. Beatrice was Dante’s childhood beloved
and personal angel, his link to God. In his first great work, the
New Life, Dante recalls how he fell in love with Beatrice when
she was nine and he was almost ten. After Beatrice died, Dante
came to lose sight of everything she represented. He allowed his
love for her to be eclipsed by other, lesser loves. Beatrice is the
central figure of the Comedy. She is both a real person and a sym-
bol. She is the beautiful appearance of the Good and the True,
and the embodiment of God’s grace. As symbol, she embodies
the City of God or the community of the blessed, the providential
plan of world-history, the perfection of poetry and rhetoric (beau-
tiful speech that moves the soul from darkness to light), theolog-
ical wisdom, especially as we find it in the writings of St. Thomas
Aquinas, and intellectual perfection as the vision of God. All this
is what the pilgrim Dante has lost sight of by the time we see him
at the beginning of the Comedy. 

Heaven responds to Dante’s dark wood. Moved by compassion
for the lost poet, Mary turns to Lucy, the figure of Lux, Light.
Lucy in turn implores Beatrice to take pity on her former lover
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and save him from his impending death. Beatrice responds. She
descends into Hell – into Limbo, the place of virtuous pagans –
to plead with Vergil, the poet of the Aeneid, to serve as Dante’s
teacher and guide (Inf. 2.58 ff.). Thanks to this chain of feminine
mediators, grace reaches down to Hell itself in order to turn the
pilgrim back to the “straight way,” as Dante calls it, the way of
Beatrice.

The journey begins. We follow Dante as he descends into
Hell, climbs Mount Purgatory, and ascends through the heavenly
spheres. And yet the poem is more than the story of an individ-
ual’s redemption. Dante is saved from his personal dark wood.
But he also rises to become the author of the Comedy, which he
boldly calls “the sacred poem” (Par. 23.62, 25.1). He is com-
missioned by Heaven to reveal the whole of Time and Eternity.
Hence the note of Roman triumph that resounds throughout the
poem, especially in its third and most glorious part. Under the
guidance of Vergil and Beatrice, both vehicles of grace, Dante
himself becomes a vehicle, a means of transport for humanity
as a whole. In being saved as a man, he finds his true vocation
as a poet. He becomes – Dante, Poet of the Kingdom.

The hero, or rather heroine, of my talk is the first soul Dante
meets on his entrance into Paradise. It is the soul of Piccarda
Donati, whose family Dante knew very well. One of her broth-
ers, Forese Donati, appears in the Comedy—among the glut-
tons in Puragtory (23). Piccarda had taken vows as a Poor
Clare but was forced by her brother, Corso, to leave the con-
vent and enter into a marriage that would advance her family’s
political prospects. She died soon after the wedding. For her
broken vows she is relegated to the least degree of Heaven,
symbolized, as we shall see, by the Moon. As we inquire into
Piccarda and her heavenly rank, we must bear in mind that she
is as much a part of Paradise as any other soul there. When
Dante meets Forese in Purgatory and asks him where Piccarda
is, the brother responds with glowing words fit for a goddess:
“My sister, of whom I know not if she was more fair or good,
already triumphs in high Olympus, rejoicing in her crown”
(Purg. 24.13-15). 
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I have chosen to focus on Piccarda for several reasons. One is
that she is Dante’s first example of a soul in glory and therefore
functions as the herald of Heaven. Another is that from the wis-
dom of her relatively low condition she introduces us to the fact
of levels in Paradise. This is a stumbling block for readers who
believe that here in the fullness of bliss we should be beyond all
levels and that God’s grace should shine upon all in equal meas-
ure. What would it mean, after all, for souls in Paradise to expe-
rience more or less of perfect happiness or, to use one of Dante’s
invented words, for some souls to be more “imparadised” than
others? Finally, I have chosen Piccarda because I stand in her
debt and am fond of her. For many years she has been one of the
most helpful guides in my effort to understand the Paradiso. She
will give us an opportunity to address several key questions. Why
does Paradise have levels? Why does Piccarda merit the lowest
degree of bliss? And what does this level of Paradise reveal about
the condition of the blessed and the community they form? 

Let us begin at the beginning, with the opening lines of the
Paradiso. They are appropriately grand and set the tone for
everything that follows:

The glory of Him who moves all things penetrates the
universe and shines in one part more and in another less.
I was in the heaven that most receives His light and I saw
things which he that descends from it has not the knowl-
edge or the power to tell again; for our intellect, drawing
near to its desire, sinks so deep that memory cannot fol-
low. Nevertheless, so much of the holy kingdom as I was
able to treasure in my mind shall now be matter of my
song (1.1-12).

The opening image is that of God as the prime mover of the
universe, an idea Dante gets from Aristotle. God’s glory, sym-
bolized by light, permeates the whole though not in equal meas-
ure. Glory shines forth as hierarchy, an order of higher and lower.
This is the first indication in the Paradiso that Heaven, like Hell
and Purgatory, has levels.

Hierarchy has a basis in the New Testament. In a passage per-
fectly suited to Dante’s fusion of Christian teaching and pagan
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cosmology, St. Paul writes in reference to our resurrected bodies:
“There is one glory of the sun, and another glory of the moon,
and another glory of the stars; for star differs from star in glory”
(1 Corinthians 15:41). Aquinas cites this very passage to support
the view that among the blessed, who see the essence of God, “one
sees more perfectly than another” (Summa Theologiae 1, Q. 12,
art. 6). Jesus too signals the presence of heavenly degrees when
he tells the disciples: “Whoever humbles himself like this child,
he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:4). 

To follow the Paradiso we must know a little about Dante’s
scheme of the visible universe. For Dante, the world is not an in-
finite expanse but an ordered whole in the shape of a sphere –
what the ancient Greeks called a kosmos or adornment. Dante
follows the Ptolemaic astronomy of his day. For Ptolemy, the
Earth sits motionless at the center of a rotating celestial sphere
that makes a complete turn on its axis every twenty-four hours.
The Moon, Sun, and planets move in their respective orbits in
the opposite direction at much lesser speeds. The Moon is the
lowest sphere because it is closest to Earth. Beyond it are Mer-
cury, Venus, the Sun, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, in orbits of in-
creasing circumference. Next there is the sphere of the Fixed
Stars, and finally the outer shell of the visible whole. This is the
so-called Crystalline, the first bodily sphere to be touched and
moved by God’s love. Beyond it is the Empyrean or true Heaven.
This is the home of spirits, the non-extended “place” of God, the
angels, and all the blessed. It is the ultimate point to which
Dante ascends and the heaven that most receives God’s light
(28.40-45).

Dante aligns these nine levels of the visible heavens with the
nine grades of bliss contained in the Empyrean. As we discover
along with Dante, the souls among the blessed appear in the vis-
ible bodies suited to their rank within the invisible Heaven. The
souls do not live there, as Beatrice hastens to point out, but rather
condescend for Dante’s sake and accommodate themselves to his
as yet imperfect faculties (4.37-60). As Dante rises from sphere
to sphere, Beatrice reveals herself with increasing intensity; she
becomes more and more resplendent, that is, more and more who
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she really is. With every step upward Dante too is changed: he
comes to shed his human imperfections, as his mind is increasingly
imparadised. He approaches the divine and comes to be divine
himself, as all souls do who love God with all their might. Dante
invents a word to capture his transition from earthly to heavenly
experience: trasumanar, to pass beyond the human (1.70). This
passing beyond the human is what we witness, and are invited to
share in through imagination, as we read the Paradiso.

Having sketched the astronomical image of Paradise, I now
proceed to “who goes where,” which spiritual ranks appear at
which corporeal levels. Throughout the Comedy, Dante may be
said to spiritualize place. Place functions as an index and sign of
what a thing is. Where a soul is, is the sign of what it is, the sign
of that soul’s condition or quality. Dante’s spiritualization of place
fits with how we speak. “I’m in a good place right now,” we some-
times say, or “I just don’t know where he is these days,” meaning
“I don’t know what condition his mind or his soul is in.”

As Dante rises from sphere to sphere, he comes to realize more
clearly why Heaven is a hierarchy, why it is a kingdom and not
a commune. The first three spheres – the Moon, Mercury, and
Venus – form a group. They represent three forms of qualified
blessedness. The Moon is the image of faithfulness marred by in-
constancy, Mercury of service marred by ambition, and Venus of
love marred by wantonness. How Heaven, the place of perfec-
tion, can have any imperfection at all is a problem we shall return
to later. 

The next four spheres represent the four cardinal virtues: the
Sun stands for Wisdom, Mars for Courage, Jupiter for Justice,
and Saturn for Temperance. The Sun divides the lower from the
upper spheres. It is the home, in image form, of theologians,
prominent among whom is Aquinas. Mars is the realm of the war-
rior saints who fought on behalf of their faith, especially in the
Crusades. Dante calls this level “higher blessedness” (14.84) be-
cause the warrior saint sacrifices his very life and blood. Here
Dante meets his ancestor, Cacciaguida, who tells Dante of his
coming exile from his beloved Florence. Jupiter is the image-
realm of just rulers. It contains, among other souls, that of King
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David, whose sins of adultery and murder have not apparently
kept him from occupying this exalted place. Saturn is the realm
of contemplatives and mystics. They appear momentarily in this
outermost planet in sign of their “cold” distance from all earthly
attachment and their burning desire to focus their minds exclu-
sively on God. The sphere of the fixed stars comes next. Here
Dante experiences a ravishing image of the Church Triumphant.
He sees Mary, the Archangel Gabriel, and the glorified person of
Christ. He also undergoes an examination of his faith by St. Peter,
his hope by St. James, and his love by St. John. In the next higher
sphere, the Crystalline, Dante sees the angels arranged in a hier-
archy consisting of nine levels – three sets of three, in imitation
of the Trinity. Finally, Dante rises to the Empyrean. Here he sees
the company of the blessed gathered into one glorious image –
the Celestial Rose. Ultimately, he sees God as the unity of the
human and the divine.

Order is everywhere in the Comedy. It is the permeation of the
universe by divine intelligence and love. It is why the poem is a
comedy. In the tragic view of life, we are not placed in the world
but “thrown.” There is no order, no divine guidance, no proper
place of things, no hope. There is only happening, suffering, and
death. Dante’s poem seeks to defeat this tragic view by fiercely
championing world-order grounded in divine goodness and wis-
dom. His term for this order is monarchia – monarchy or rule of
the One. Order is precise. It must be so in order to be order. This
precision is a source of joy. World-order, for Dante, is like a beau-
tiful piece of music, a work by Palestrina or Bach, in which every-
thing has been so perfectly adjusted that it is impossible to change
a single note without ruining the whole. The comic victory over
the tragic view of life – the triumph, one might say, of music – is
signaled in all sorts of ways as we reach higher regions of Para-
dise. At one point the universe itself appears to smile (27.4-5).

Dante’s faith in world-order is not blind to the disasters that
would tempt anyone to doubt the workings of divine providence.
At crucial moments in his ascent, Dante hears from heavenly
souls how the realms of Church and State have gone horribly
astray. He hears from St. Peter, for example, how the Church on
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earth suffers under a corrupt Pope, Boniface VIII, who meddled
in the politics of Florence to the neglect of his spiritual obliga-
tions. In the face of many discouragements, notably his own
exile, Dante continues to hope for a deliverer, a guide who will
bring the Kingdom on Earth into greater alignment with the
Kingdom of Heaven. 

Let us now return to the opening cantos and Dante’s entrance
into Paradise. Dante is disoriented in the extreme as he leaves the
earth (the top of Mount Purgatory, to be exact) and flies off into
the sky with Beatrice. His confusion is understandable since
everything is now inverted. Effort is now non-effort, natural ten-
dency to go down has become natural tendency to go up, and
opaque body has become diaphanous. Another reason for Dante’s
confusion is that the Moon, Sun, and planets are not solid earth-
like masses but a refined, heavenly matter that is receptive rather
than resistant. Dante does not set foot on the Moon but rather en-
ters its permeable substance. The Moon, like all the other spheres,
receives and incorporates Dante. This is a playful imitation of the
joyous receptivity of Heaven to newcomers. Dante marvels at his
extraordinary entrance into the Moon, which he calls l’etterna
margarita, “the eternal pearl” (2.34). His wonder at the interpen-
etration of substance with substance fills him with the desire to
see “how our nature was joined to God.” His desire will be grat-
ified at the end of the poem.    

Vergil is Dante’s guide through Hell and Purgatory, Beatrice
through Heaven. How, then, does Beatrice guide? Clearly she
guides, as Vergil did, by her enlightened speech. But she also
guides because Dante is in love with her. She guides by her
adorable aspect. This aspect has its focal point in Beatrice’s eyes.
Throughout the Paradiso Dante lays special emphasis on the eyes
of Beatrice. Her eyes are an image of the intellect in its highest
capacity. They represent insight or the immediate apprehension
of truth. This is the intuitive knowledge that angels have. We are
not told what the eyes physically look like – their color, shape,
and so forth. What is important is that they are firmly fixed, like
the eye of an eagle, on God and on that point of the highest
Heaven from which Beatrice has descended. Her gaze leads her
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lover not by a return gaze but by directing his gaze upward and
beyond Beatrice herself. The ray of his vision must coalesce with
hers. As Beatrice at one point tells Dante: “Not only in my eyes
is Paradise” (18.21). The eyes of Beatrice are a corrective to the
potentially obsessive character of romantic love. Such love can
lead its devotees to seek Heaven in themselves, to make a heaven
of their private passion. The sad fruit of this kind of love is evi-
dent in the second circle of Hell, the circle of lust, where the adul-
terous lovers Paolo and Francesca are whipped around in an
eternal storm. The eyes of Beatrice lead Dante away from this
fate. They give his mind its proper focus and open him up to the
whole of things and to the good of that whole. The eyes of Beat-
rice are the image of love as education. The image teaches us that
to be “in love” is to be aroused by the presence of God in another
human being, and that the whole point of love is to see more
clearly the source and principle that is the cause of that love.

As we come to discover, Piccarda dwells in the least degree of
Heaven for her broken religious vows. The Moon fits this lowest
degree because it is the heavenly body with the slowest speed
and smallest orbit. Moreover, the Moon is not pure light but has
dark spots or blemishes – a feature well suited to faithfulness
marred by inconstancy. When Dante first enters the Moon, he is
perplexed at the faces that meet his gaze. They appear so pure
and ghostly that “a pearl on a white brow does not come less
quickly to our eyes” (3.14-15). Dante mistakenly thinks that these
are images or mere reflections and turns to see who is casting
them. Beatrice smiles at his “childish thought” and tells him:
“these are real beings that thou seest, assigned here for failure in
their vows” (29-30). Eager to speak with Dante, the souls long
to share their personal stories, condition, and knowledge of Par-
adise. Dante sees this eagerness and is aroused by it. He is burst-
ing to know the identity of the soul that appears “most desirous
of speech” and addresses her in the most gracious terms: “O spirit
made for bliss, who in the beams of eternal life knowest the
sweetness which, not tasted, never is conceived, it will be a kind-
ness to me if thou satisfy me with thy name and with your lot”
(37-41) – where “your” refers to all who occupy this level.
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Piccarda, “with smiling eyes,” tells Dante that in the world
she was “a virgin sister” and that if he searched his memory he
would remember who she was. She then takes up the second part
of his question:

Our affections, which are kindled only in the pleasure of
the Holy Spirit, rejoice in being conformed to His order,
and this lot which seems so low is given us because our
vows were neglected and in some part void (52-7).

The language of being conformed to an order fits Piccarda’s
vocation as a nun. But it also points out the larger theme of
human affetti, which have been altered in this conformity and in
the ascent to Paradise. So long as we are in mortal bodies and in
a mortal condition, there is a tension between our will and God’s.
In Paradise this tension is gone, not because souls no longer have
a will of their own but because their will is perfectly attuned to
the will of God. Conformity here is not submission to a tyrant or
a matter of mere duty. It is more like the sympathetic vibration
between two plucked strings, or better, like letting God lead while
one is dancing with him. Conformity in Heaven is the joyous
yielding of one’s will to the Being who wills only what is good
and who, to continue my comic simile, knows how to dance with
impeccable grace. In this joyous conformity, the will finds its
freedom of movement. It learns at last how to be eternally unerr-
ing and never trip over its own feet.

Dante is at first unable to identify Piccarda because she is suf-
fused by divine light and no longer resembles her former self.
This too has a more general meaning. Dante is learning by direct
experience that Paradise does not preserve us just as we are, or
rather were. On the contrary, to be imparadised is to be transfig-
ured. Heaven preserves but at the same time heightens our per-
sonality. In Heaven Piccarda is most herself, and one must learn
to see her as she really is.

Dante then poses a question most of us would no doubt ask if
we were in his place: “But tell me, do you who are happy here
desire a higher place, that you may see more and become more
dear?” (64-6.) The question is a logical one. If a soul loves God,
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shouldn’t that soul desire to see God and be loved in return as
much as possible? But the question also betrays Dante’s all-too-
human perspective and comes close to being an implied criticism
of God’s order. If Piccarda and the other souls in this region did
in fact desire more, they would be unhappy, and Paradise would
be Heaven for some but not for others. Souls lower down in the
hierarchy might even envy the souls in higher ranks who see
more and are closer to God. If that were the case, Paradise would
be like a corrupt city or nation, where those who have less honor
and privilege resent and hate those who deservedly have more,
and where the lust for an equally high place regardless of merit
displaces the love of justice and the common good. 

Here we touch on one of the main functions of Dante’s Para-
dise for us who still live on earth. Paradise is the place of indi-
viduals who had faith in Christ and are purged of sin. But it is
also the model of an ideal city, a community that has been purged
of covetousness, envy, partisan strife, and the indiscriminate de-
sire for more. As Dante rises through the heavenly ranks, he ex-
periences that ideal of perfected fellowship so dismally absent in
his native Italy and in the world at large. Later in his journey, he
remarks, not without a touch of bitterness, that he has come “to
the divine from the human, to the eternal from time, and from
Florence to a people sane and just” (31.37-9).

In response to Dante’s question about the desire for more, Pic-
carda and the other souls “smiled a little.” The phrase “a little,”
un po, highlights Dante’s concision, humor, and lightness of
touch. It points not so much to the degree of the smile as to its
affect. The little smile is a knowing, cat-that-ate-the-canary smile.
Piccarda and company must surely find Dante’s question so un-
threatening as to be amusing. They smile no doubt at his touching
innocence when it comes to the heavenly things they know so
well. Piccarda answers the question “with such gladness that she
seemed to burn in the first fire of love.” Dante’s question, in other
words, gives her an occasion to recollect the earthly beginning
of her eternal bliss, the moment she fell in love with God.

Piccarda’s answer is one of the most beautiful moments in the
Comedy. I shall cite it in full:

46 THE ST. JOHN’S REVIEW



Brother, the power of charity quiets our will and makes
us will only what we have and thirst for nothing else. Did
we desire to be more exalted, our desire would be in dis-
cord with His will who appoints us here, which thou wilt
see cannot hold in these circles if to be in charity is here
necesse [necessary] and if thou consider well its nature.
Nay, it is the very quality of this blessed state that we keep
ourselves within the divine will, so that our wills are
themselves made one; therefore our rank from height to
height through this kingdom is pleasing to the whole king-
dom, as to our King who wills us to His will. And in His
will is our peace. It is that sea to which all things move,
both what it creates and what nature makes (70-87).

The opening “Frate,” “Brother,” is a gesture both affectionate
and gracious. It makes Dante one of the blessed, at least for the
moment. Piccarda’s great theme is will, as we hear in her litany
of will-related words. The repetition is like a musical refrain that
runs through her speech. Charity, she tells Dante, “quiets” the
will of all here by resolving the human dissonance between want-
ing and having. It is the power (virtù) that by conforming all wills
to the will of the one God also unites them with one another. Pic-
carda here articulates the very basis of order as monarchia, where
all created wills are united by a common desire and love of the
whole. Dante invents a word to describe this harmonization of
souls: invoglia, “in-wills.” The King “in-wills us to His will.”
The neologism fits what Piccarda is trying to convey to Dante –
that the mixed or tainted submission to God’s will that these souls
experienced in their earthly lives is now gone. Past weakness has
been remedied by an infusion of divine power that purges the will
of all wavering. Piccarda’s reflection on how charity produces a
One-in-Many leads her to the most fondly remembered sentence
in the whole Comedy: “In His will is our peace.” It is a variation
on what Augustine wrote at the beginning of his Confessions:
“Our heart is restless until it rests in Thee.” 

Piccarda’s speech combines ardor and intellectual clarity, heat
and light. Piccarda stresses, somewhat comically, the rational as-
pect of her answer to Dante by using the scholastic Latin term
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necesse, which means logically necessary. Beatrice too often as-
sumes this professorial tone with Dante, when for example she
gives a scientific explanation for the dark spots on the Moon
(2.64 ff.). The marriage of ardor and clarity is characteristic of
the souls in Paradise. Without clarity, ardor would be mere feel-
ing with no anchor in the truth. It would be blind, or at least con-
fused, with respect to the intellectual vision that gives the soul
its reason for being on fire. Without ardor, clarity would be joy-
less – mind without heart. It would also falsify the truth that is
seen by the mind, since what is seen is in its nature something
meant to arouse love. Clarity without ardor would be like getting
the point of a really good joke but not finding it funny. 

Piccarda is suffused with heavenly light, the light of knowl-
edge. We must observe that the knowledge she possesses is not
confined to her level but extends to all of Paradise. This is made
evident when she says that the hierarchical scheme of Heaven “is
pleasing to the whole kingdom.” Piccarda speaks on behalf of
the entire heavenly community, which is made one and harmo-
nious by the will of the one God. Some souls may be limited in
their degree of bliss, but they all have access to God, one another,
and the whole of Paradise. Souls at every level, even the lowest,
enjoy the unity and happiness of the entire kingdom. They are
not spatially confined to their own levels but spiritually con-
nected to all of them. God wills each soul into its proper place,
and each rejoices in being where it is because it sees that where
it is is pleasing to the whole community and to God. This knowl-
edge sweetened by charity lifts the burden of selfish desire and
makes the soul free to love the good of another and of the whole
as one’s own good. Piccarda not only rejoices to be where she is;
she also rejoices that souls higher up are where they are. For this
reason she is not almost but fully imparadised.

Dante gets the point. “It was clear to me then,” he says, “that
everywhere in heaven is Paradise, although the grace of the
Supreme Good does not rain there in one measure” (88-90). Satis-
fied by one food, as Dante puts it, he is hungry for another. He has
already been told that this level is reserved for those who were
inconstant in their vows and now wants to know how this applies
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to Piccarda. She replies with a reference to St. Clare, founder of
the Franciscan order that Piccarda had entered:

Perfect life and high desert . . . place in a higher heaven a
lady by whose rule in your world below they take the robe
and veil, so that till death they may wake and sleep with
that Bridegroom who accepts every vow that charity con-
forms to His pleasure. To follow her I fled, a young girl,
from the world and wrapped me in her habit and promised
myself to the way of her order. Then men more used to
evil than to good snatched me away from the sweet clois-
ter. God knows what my life was then (97-108).

The reference to Christ as Bridegroom makes Piccarda’s story
all the more poignant. She had every intention of leaving the
world for the sake of “waking” and “sleeping” with Christ but
was forced to break her vow and enter into an ordinary worldly
marriage. Piccarda discretely covers over the details of her sub-
sequent misery and early death. As if to draw Dante’s attention
back to the high note of eternal bliss she points to “this other
splendor that appears to thee on my right and is kindled with all
the light of our sphere” (3.109-111). It is the imparadised soul of
“the great Constance,” mother of Frederick II – the last head of
the Holy Roman Empire who is punished in Hell for his promul-
gation of the heretical view that the souls dies with the body (In-
ferno 10). Like Piccarda, Constance was taken from the convent
against her will, although “she was never loosed from the veil on
the heart” – a fact engraved, as it were, in her very name. With
this deference to the glory of another, a gesture repeated through-
out Paradise, Piccarda vanishes while singing the Ave Maria. She
is said to sink rather than ascend, “like a weight through deep
water.” She returns to the source of her joy and her being. The
striking image reminds us that Heaven is a depth as well as a
height, and that souls here are not so much soberly placed as pas-
sionately immersed. They are eternally drunk on the wine of their
happiness.                                                                                     

Dante eventually loses sight of Piccarda and turns his gaze
back to Beatrice, “the mark of its greater desire” (126). He is baf-
fled by the story he has just heard, and so are we. If Piccarda was
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forced to leave the convent, how can she be held responsible for
her broken vow? How can she justly appear, in Dante’s poetic
analogy, at the level of the Moon? Beatrice gives Dante a com-
plex, scholastic explanation that has to do with the nature of the
will. According to Beatrice, Piccarda went with the flow of force-
ful circumstance. Her will, though not sinful, seconded the vio-
lence that was being done against her will. She did not freely will
to leave the convent after having taken a vow. But she did nothing
to oppose the violence against her good will. She remained passive.
Beatrice takes a tough stance on this point and argues that Piccarda
and those like her “might have fled back to the holy place” (4.81):

If their will had been unbroken, like that which kept
Lawrence on the grid and made Mucius stern to his own
hand, then, as soon as they were free, it would have
driven them back on the path from which they had been
dragged; but will so firm is rare indeed (4.82-7).

Lawrence suffered on behalf of the Christian Church and Mu-
cius for the sake of pagan Rome. Lawrence famously mocked his
tormentors (“Turn me over, I’m done on this side!”), and Mucius,
in defiance, thrust his own right hand into the fire that his enemies
had prepared for him. As Beatrice poetically observes, an unwa-
vering will is itself like fire, which, no matter how much a strong
wind may wrench this way and that, always affirms its natural
tendency to go up toward the heavens. That is what those who
succumbed to external force failed to do: they failed to fight the
buffeting winds of life with the heavenly fire that was their faith.
It is not sinful under these circumstances to fail in one’s vows. It
is, however, a lack of spiritual strength, a weakness of will.

Weakness of will in the Paradiso is related to the broader
theme of spiritual capacity. Souls were not made equal with re-
spect to any of their capacities. No one human being excels at all
things. Excellence itself in any one thing varies among its pos-
sessors in both degree and kind. Among the greatest composers,
for example, one stands out for his beautiful counterpoint, the
musical interweaving of individual vocal lines, another for his
divinely inspired melodies. Creation is fine-tuned: “star differs
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from star in glory.” To insist on egalitarian leveling is to wish
that Creation be undone. Deficiency in the lowest three degrees
of Paradise is therefore different from the deficiency caused by
sin. Sin is a distortion of our nature, whereas grades in Heaven
manifest nature, that is, the specific nature of each individual
among the blessed. Piccarda had only so much lungpower. She
could take in only so much of the Holy Spirit – God’s spiritus or
breath. So it is with each of us. If you offered Piccarda the chance
to be higher up, she would be the first to tell you that this would
destroy rather than increase her happiness. In Heaven she has
perfect self-knowledge. Her very humility is a form of knowl-
edge. She does not merely believe that she is limited but rather
knows and celebrates her limit. She knows, furthermore, that this
limit is bound up with the person God made Piccarda to be. If
there were no limits, there would be no individual natures, no
personality. To want Piccarda to want more is to wish that she
did not exist.

The limits of spiritual lungpower lead us to Beatrice’s disqui-
sition on vows. Her main point is that taking vows is perilous.
The danger is rooted in our tendency to overestimate what we
are capable of. We tend, in the words of Jesus, not to count the
cost before building the tower. Another danger is that of unfore-
seen consequences. In the heat of the moment we vow to do
something and learn only later that to be true to this vow results
in great evil. Beatrice cites as examples Jephtha and Agamemnon
(5.65-72). In the Book of Judges Jephtha vowed to sacrifice to
the Lord the first person that walked through his doors. This per-
son turned out to be his daughter. Agamemnon was true to his
vow to sacrifice his daughter Iphigenia so that the Greek ships
could sail against Troy. Piccarda is imperfect in her faith because
she was passive and inconsistent. Jephtha shows the opposite
problem, that of being stubbornly faithful to a foolish vow. Ac-
cording to Beatrice, he “ought rather to have said ‘I did ill’ than,
keeping faith, to do worse” (5.67-68).

The problem of vows is rooted in the nature of free will. To
take a vow is freely to sacrifice one’s free will, which Beatrice
calls “the greatest gift that God in His bounty made in creation,
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the most conformable to His goodness and the one He accounts
the most precious . . . with which the creatures with intelligence,
and only these, were and are endowed” (5.19-24). Once a vow is
made, this greatest of gifts is given away and cannot be taken
back. Beatrice’s lesson is clear: “Let not mortals take vows
lightly” (64). The lesson is aimed especially at those of Christian
faith: “Be graver, Christians, in your undertakings. Be not like
feathers in every wind, and think not that every water will wash
you clean” (73-75).

Having learned from Piccarda that Paradise is the perfected
community of wills under a good King, Dante moves up to the
next two levels. Here he meets more souls who occupy the lower
triad of Heaven. At the level of service marred by ambition –
symbolized by the planet Mercury – he meets Justinian, the
Roman emperor who codified Roman law and made it simpler
and more unified. It is something of a shock to move from the
gentle unassuming Piccarda to this exalted world-historical fig-
ure, although the soul of Constance serves as a sort of transition
and a reminder of the realm of political history. Justinian reca-
pitulates the wisdom of Piccarda regarding the whole in which
all souls rejoice. He uses a musical image to convey why Heaven
needs souls of every level and every kind: “Diverse voices make
sweet music” (6.124). The line itself is music: Diverse voci fanno
dolci note, literally “Diverse voices make sweet notes.” At the
next higher level, that of love marred by wantonness, Dante
meets various souls, among them Folco, the famous Provençal
troubadour and poet who later in life became a Cistercian monk,
and Rahab, the harlot in the Book of Joshua who concealed and
gave aid to the two men Joshua had sent into Jericho as spies.
Folco’s enraptured soul is described as “a fine ruby on which the
sun is striking” (9.69), and Rahab’s as “a sunbeam in clear water”
(114). The wantonness to which these souls yielded in life is of
course no longer present in Paradise. But surely we are meant to
imagine that something of their former temperament remains.
This temperament adds a certain intensity of feeling, an ardor,
which, though certainly different in character from that of Pic-
carda, is equally necessary to the ensemble of diverse voices in
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Paradise. Heaven welcomes the hot-blooded, just as it shuns the
lukewarm.

Earlier I observed that the three spiritual regions of Hell, Pur-
gatory, and Paradise are defined with respect to the intellect. I
also emphasized in my discussion of Piccarda that her being in
accord with God’s will and her contentment with her “place” in
Paradise are firmly grounded in her intellectual vision of the
whole and her clear self-knowledge. The eyes of Beatrice, the
image of love as education, further support the primacy of intel-
lect in the Paradiso and in the entire Comedy. As Dante moves
higher up the heavenly hierarchy and closer to God, the role of
intellect and vision becomes increasingly intense. It is especially
prominent when Dante enters the Crystalline and sees the hier-
archy of angels. It is fitting that he begins this canto on angelic
intelligence by calling Beatrice, his personal angel, “she who im-
paradises my mind” (28.1). 

Later in the canto Beatrice utters one of the central teachings
of the whole poem:

And thou must know that all have delight in the measure
of the depth to which their sight penetrates the truth in
which every intellect finds rest; from which it may be
seen that the state of blessedness rests on the act of vi-
sion, not on that of love, which follows after, and the
measure of their vision is merit, which grace begets and
right will (109-113).

The immediate context has to do with the angels, who are iden-
tified with their keenness of intellectual vision, but the teaching
applies to all the blessed. The “truth in which every intellect finds
rest” is God himself as the First Truth, and it is our highest end
to know this Truth. Beatrice emphasizes that love follows rather
than leads. The reason is that love is both aroused and directed
by the thing seen, the Beloved. If love were primary, it would be
cut off from the truth. It would degenerate into mere feeling and
cease to be educative. The primacy of intellect came home to
Dante in the moment when, a mere boy, he fell in love with a girl
on the streets of Florence. He loved her because he caught sight
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of her and was struck by the light that shone in her person. Even
then, as Dante reports in the New Life, Beatrice was “the Lady
of my mind” (2). 

The Comedy ends with Dante’s vision of God, the source of
all Light. As he ascends to the Empyrean, Dante leaves behind
the astronomical image of Heaven and sees Heaven anew in a
River of Light and the Celestial Rose. Dante’s salvation began
with a chain of heavenly women who interceded for him. The
links in this chain now appear in reverse order. Beatrice returns
to her heavenly seat and to her true self. And though she is at this
point far beyond Dante’s mortal gaze, her image reaches her lover
with undiminished clarity (31.70-8). Now under the guidance of
St. Bernard, who replaces Beatrice as Dante’s guide, Dante sees
Lucy, “who sent thy Lady when thou didst bend thy brow down-
ward to destruction” (32.137-8). Then he sees Mary, the ray of
whose eyes leads him to the threshold of his final vision. Bernard
of Clairvaux was the great medieval saint known for his devotion
to Mary. His presence serves to enhance rather than qualify the
distinctly feminine operation of grace. Bernard prays fervently
to Mary that Dante be allowed to see God: “I, who never burned
for my own vision more than do I for his, offer to thee all my
prayers.” He adds: “This too I pray of thee, Queen, who canst
what thou wilt, that thou keep his affections pure after so great a
vision” (33.28-36). Bernard’s reference to affetti recalls Pic-
carda’s use of the word in answer to Dante’s question about con-
tentment with one’s heavenly lot. 

The twofold aspect of Bernard’s prayer is worth noting.
Bernard prays that Dante be granted the highest bliss, the vision
of God. This vision is “the end of all desires” (46). But Bernard
also acknowledges that Dante will not be out of danger when he
returns to his mortal life. He must remain true to the unity of
which Mary is the figure, the unity of clear vision and purity of
heart, which is the precondition for the vision of God (Matthew
5:8). Dante sees the effect of Bernard’s prayer in Mary’s eyes,
which are “beloved and reverenced by God” (40). Her eyes, like
those of Beatrice before her, provide the ray that will direct the
eye of Dante’s mind to the ultimate vision. As the eyes of Mary
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turn to God, Dante’s eyes follow. The poet is now lifted into the
region where sight outstrips speech. Nevertheless he soldiers on,
praying that the power of his tongue “may leave but a gleam of
thy glory to the people yet to come” (71-2).

The final moments of the Comedy are rich in images, as Dante
describes the transformation of his sight and his very being – the
final stage of his “passing beyond the human.” He sees “three
circles of three colors,” a geometric symbol of the Trinity (115
ff.). Each circle, each divine Person, reflects the others, “as rain-
bow by rainbow.” Dante focuses on the circle that appears to be
“painted with our likeness.” He is drawn to the second Person of
the Trinity, to the human face of God. He strains to see more
clearly how this human aspect is united to the divine and com-
pares himself to a geometer who is trying with all his might to
square the circle. This famous problem, which has haunted
mankind for ages, is that of constructing a square with the same
area as a given circle. It is in effect the problem of grasping the
unity of the straight and the curved – two opposed geometric na-
tures that defy unification. Squaring the circle is more than a geo-
metric problem. It is the symbol and summation of all intellectual
desire. According to Aristotle, all human beings by nature desire
to know. This is true for each individual. But as Dante affirms in
his Monarchia, it is also true of the human species, which in the
course of history seeks the full realization of its intellectual po-
tential (1.3). In comparing himself to one who wants to square
the circle, Dante personifies the whole human race in its relent-
less desire to know – ultimately to know and experience the na-
ture of God.

In the end Dante’s longing to know is satisfied, but not through
his own efforts. His wings “were not sufficient for that.” Grace
intervenes, this time violently, as Dante’s mind is struck (per-
cossa), as if by a lightning bolt: “Here power failed the high
phantasy, but now my desire and will, like a wheel that spins with
even motion, were revolved by the Love that moves the sun and
the other stars” (142-5). With these lines the Paradiso, and with
it the “sacred poem” as a whole, reaches its end.



Dante’s vision of God is a flash of insight that cannot be put
into words. But there is something the poet can tell us. He can
report that he reached his longed-for end, and that the fruit of
his vision was a desire and will that were conformed to the
graceful movements of Love. These movements find their image
in the visible heavens, whose quick circular motion resembles
rest. Through the conformity of desire and will, Dante experi-
ences first-hand the truth of what someone told him when he
first entered Paradise: “In His will is our peace.”
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Knowing and Ground: A Reading of
Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit
Matthew Linck

For this is action, this not being sure, this careless
Preparing, sowing the seeds crooked in the furrow,
Making ready to forget, and always coming back
To the mooring of starting out, that day so long ago.

－ John Ashbery, from “Soonest Mended”

Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit is a difficult book. Sometimes
this seems true in the way that we might say that someone is a
difficult person – unaccommodating, needlessly obscure. Many
aspects of Hegel’s book give the appearance of this kind of dif-
ficulty – the unusual structure, the strangeness of the method, the
alien vocabulary, and the sheer density of the writing. While I do
not think reading the Phenomenology can simply be made easy,
I do think that one can make sense of some of these difficulties.
In what follows I will endeavor to show that the structure, method
and principal vocabulary of the book all spring from a single aim,
namely, to understand what it means for us to claim to know
something. As the title of my lecture suggests, this effort will con-
cern itself principally with the grounds of knowing as such. For
Hegel, there is no claim to knowing that does not, at least implic-
itly, have certain grounds in view. 

While it is my goal to give a synoptic view of the Phenome-
nology, both in terms of its structure and the nature of its parts,
it turns out that doing so from the front of the book to the back is
hard to do in a short space. Instead, we will orient ourselves from
somewhere in the middle, specifically, the section from the chap-
ter on Spirit called “Absolute Freedom and Terror.” Why I have
chosen this as the vantage point to look out over the Phenome-
nology as a whole can only become clear as we move through
the lecture. But a few questions could be raised already. These
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questions will serve as the guiding threads for what follows. The
questions are: (1) Why is there an analysis concerning the French
Revolution and Terror in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit at all?
(2) Why is this analysis placed at the end of the second of three
main sections in a chapter called Spirit? (3) Why is the chapter
on Spirit preceded by chapters on Consciousness, Self-Con-
sciousness, and Reason and followed by chapters on Religion
and Absolute Knowing? These questions might be generalized
in the following way: why does the Phenomenology contain the
kind of content that it does; why does the book have the structure
it has; how do the content and structure go together? By answer-
ing these questions, I hope to provide a sense of the whole of the
Phenomenology and how it attempts to fulfill its principal goal
as an account of knowing. But before attending to these questions
more needs to be said about what this goal is.

The principal goal of the Phenomenology of Spirit as an in-
quiry about knowing is to find the grounds that will grant truth
to the certainty of our claims of knowing. This goal takes its start-
ing point from what seems to be a rather ordinary human expe-
rience. Claiming to know something is always accompanied by
a conviction of certainty about what we are claiming. For if not,
we would not call it knowing. But being certain and having good
grounds for our certainty are two different matters. Hegel’s proj-
ect is to see which claims of certainty are in fact well grounded.
As an inquiry into knowing, the aim of the Phenomenology is a
traditional one; Hegel’s book stands in a long line of philosoph-
ical accounts of knowledge. We can obtain a better initial under-
standing of the aim of the book by contrasting it with two other
texts about knowledge: Plato’s Theaetetus and Kant’s Critique
of Pure Reason. I will briefly consider some questions and con-
clusions from these texts and compare them to Hegel’s.

In the Theaetetus, Socrates and Theaetetus endeavor to answer
the question “What is knowledge?” The way in which they do
this is to propose various answers to the question and then scru-
tinize those answers. In the course of the dialogue, Theaetetus
ventures a few definitions of knowledge and then he and Socrates
think through the implications and coherence of these definitions.
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Two aspects of their conversation are worth noting for our pur-
poses. The first is that, while it is not articulated as such, the in-
vestigation carried out by Theaetetus and Socrates cannot help
but ask about the grounds of knowing in asking what knowledge
is. For instance, in testing the idea that knowledge is perception,
perception is tested as a sufficient ground for knowing. In this
way, their search has something in common with the Phenome-
nology. However, I want to suggest that the way the principal
questions are articulated makes a difference. By asking what the
sufficient grounds for knowing are rather than asking what
knowledge is, Hegel is able to frame a different method for ask-
ing about knowledge. This is related to the other notable feature
of Socrates’ conversation with Theaetetus. At a certain point in
the dialogue, Theaetetus remarks upon a troubling feature of the
discussion. In the course of testing the various possible answers
to what knowledge is, he and Socrates have attested to knowing
certain things along the way. In the midst of their inquiry about
the very thing knowledge is, they have availed themselves of
claims of knowing. It seems to Theaetetus that something is out
of place here, but he cannot see how to set it right, for how might
one investigate the what-it-is of something in conversation with-
out laying down some things as known along the way? This prob-
lem indicates that there is something uniquely difficult in the
inquiry into what knowledge is. The method of Hegel’s book is
meant to address this difficulty.

Kant attempts to answer fundamental questions about knowl-
edge in the Critique of Pure Reason, and he, too, provides an-
swers to what knowledge is and what the grounds of knowing
are. But here again the specific articulation of the principal ques-
tion is different. Kant’s question is neither that of the Theaetetus
nor that of the Phenomenology, but is “What can I know?” Kant’s
main goal is to trace out the proper limits of human knowledge.
The method here is not the dialogical testing of answers, but an
inquiry into the conditions of the possibility of experience. Kant
creates a new form of philosophical inquiry with his notion of
the transcendental, and through this inquiry he claims to find
grounds for limiting our knowledge to knowledge of appear-
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ances. Hence, Kant, too, discerns the proper grounds of knowing,
but not directly. His concern with grounds is subordinated to the
critical task of tracing boundaries. One way in which the Kantian
project might be seen as insufficient with respect to the investi-
gation of grounds is the bundle of problems concerning the thing-
in-itself. In a fundamental but unknowable way, the thing-in-itself
lays at the ground of what is known in experience.

Putting these considerations about the Theaetetus and the Cri-
tique of Pure Reason together we can see something important
about Hegel’s book. By focusing directly on the grounds of
knowing Hegel is able to avoid the problem of making knowl-
edge claims in advance of answering the question about its
grounds, and he is also able to avoid having to construct a com-
plex apparatus as Kant has done. How does he avoid these
things? The answer to this question tells us something about why
the book is called a phenomenology. For instead of trying directly
to frame and test answers about the grounds of knowing, Hegel
displays for us a gallery of various knowledge claims and the
(often implicit) grounds that underlie those claims. Hegel’s wager
is this: such claims have been made, and hence have made their
appearance in the world; our work is to discern the internal struc-
ture of these claims. We do not have to venture answers to the
question about the grounds of knowing but only observe and
think about the answers that have already been given. In this way,
Hegel proposes to discern the ultimate grounds of knowing with-
out making an argument in the typical sense. The Phenomenology
is not a book that argues on the basis of principles, transcendental
or otherwise; instead, it is a book that orchestrates a certain kind
of experience. The success of the book hinges on whether we are
able to undergo the experience Hegel intends. We will return later
to these issues. Let us now begin to consider the first question
from earlier: Why does Hegel write about the French Revolution
at the close of the middle section of the chapter on Spirit?

The smaller section we will take up is called “Absolute Free-
dom and Terror,” and it comes at the end of a larger section called
“Spirit alienated from itself: [or] culture.” The larger section pres-
ents views onto the late Roman Empire, the courtly world of the
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French monarchies, and the Enlightenment as a struggle with re-
ligious faith. “Absolute Freedom and Terror” is the last of these
views onto a historical scene and the form of thought which it
embodies. In one sense, this section of the book can be read as a
description of a historical event. We read here about the political
assertion of the people and their insistence upon recognition as
equals. We also read about the political vacuum created by the
Revolution and its inability to establish a stable locus of authority,
a failure which leads to the actions of the Terror. But there is noth-
ing essentially important about this section of the text as a de-
scription of factual events. The focus of Hegel’s writing here is
not on a historical narrative but rather on the cognitive and nor-
mative aspects of these events. The most compact way of ex-
pressing what Hegel has in view is to say that he is displaying a
particular shape of Spirit. This phrasing, however, is not helpful
for us since it is only by understanding more about the Phenom-
enology itself that we can understand what “shape” and “Spirit”
mean here.

“Shape of Spirit” is a more particular version of the phrase
“shape of consciousness.” The majority of the text of the Phe-
nomenology of Spirit is devoted to laying bare the structure of
these shapes of consciousness. The smallest subsections of the
book each contain such a presentation. A very general way of
characterizing a shape of consciousness is to say that it is a way
of thinking. If we connect this to what was said earlier about the
aim of Hegel’s book, we can add to this and say that a shape of
consciousness is a way of thinking that is committed to certain
grounds to justify its knowledge claims. Still speaking generally,
we could say that as one reads the Phenomenology one encoun-
ters a series of paired commitments: on the one hand each shape
of consciousness attests to knowing something, and on the other
hand it is, at least implicitly, committed to certain reasons for
claiming to know that thing.

The first shape of consciousness encountered in the Phenom-
enology of Spirit is called Sense-Certainty. Why is this shape
called Sense-Certainty and why does it fall under the heading of
Consciousness? Consciousness as used here has a particular
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meaning for Hegel. He means by it any mode of cognition which
is fully directed at an object other than itself. To be conscious on
these terms is to have some kind regard for things “out there”
while not at the same time regarding one’s own activity of think-
ing. Furthermore, since Hegel thinks such regard is never a pas-
sive awareness but always entails the formation of judgments,
consciousness is always in the business of claiming to know that
there are things out there. Indeed, all knowing for Consciousness
just is knowledge of what is out there.

Sense-Certainty claims to know something because there are
things present to it, right here, right now. Knowing is not com-
plicated for Sense-Certainty: look around, it says, if nothing else
you know that what’s here right now is here right now. Sense-
Certainty sees every moment of its life in this way, and thinks
that the apparent richness of its sensory experience is made pos-
sible by the great variety of the things present to it. No one lives
a life of Sense-Certainty exclusively. But it is an intelligible,
maybe even common, ground upon which to plant one’s feet
when saying,  “I know this because …” It is common, perhaps,
because what it appeals to is common, the sense that the spatial
and temporal arrangement of objects in the world is the touch-
stone for what is true. Is it true that it is raining? Look outside
and live the life of Sense-Certainty.

If this is the case, then what is wrong with such a stance for
justifying knowledge claims? Here we encounter a powerful
force at work in Hegel’s book, one which perhaps looks strange
at first. This force is language and the implicit demand that each
shape of consciousness articulate from its own standpoint why it
is justified in claiming to know something. Sense-Certainty will
fail this test. Sense-Certainty is certain of what is present in the
here and now. It might even feel that the immediate sensuous
richness of the present world is the fullest kind of experience pos-
sible. Hegel thinks otherwise, and he thinks so because Sense-
Certainty is limited to saying, “This, here, now.” And this
restriction on the vocabulary available to Sense-Certainty seems
appropriate since it is because of the thises here and now that
Sense-Certainty thinks it can know. It should not have to say
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more. The ground of its knowing is out there. It is not what it
says that makes the things known. There is a mismatch between
what Sense-Certainty intends to say about its experience and
what it is able to say about it. Sense-Certainty thinks it can ac-
count for a particular experience by saying “This here now”; but
what it says is true of any experience and hence cannot be an ac-
count of the grounds of what is known in this one.

Absolute Freedom is in some respects just like Sense-Cer-
tainty. It is a particular shape of consciousness with its unique
claim of knowing and the text devoted to it is meant to both trace
the contours of this way of thinking as well as expose the con-
tradictions inherent in it.

The initial knowledge claim made by Absolute Freedom is that
the will of every particular self-conscious agent is identical with
the universal will of all like-minded self-conscious agents. That
is to say, the cognitive stance of universal human freedom is one
in which all particular members of the political community see
the truth of their own selves through the mutual recognition of
the equality of all. Furthermore, this cognitive stance is not prin-
cipally a theoretical view of politics but is a practical stance; will-
ing is a form of cognition. This moment is a high-point of sorts
in the Phenomenology and seeing why will get us some way to-
ward grasping the Phenomenology as a whole. The reason this is
a high-point is because consciousness has, after many other at-
tempts, found a shape in which it has achieved a genuine identity
between the particular and the universal, and does so self-con-
sciously, that is, it knows it has achieved this, and, furthermore,
it does so in a way where its communal life is an essential com-
ponent of this achievement. Taking these three features in turn
we can get a view of what falls between Sense-Certainty and Ab-
solute Freedom and Terror in the Phenomenology.

We saw already that the relationship between the particular
and the universal was what undid the knowledge claims made by
Sense-Certainty. Sense-Certainty wanted to point to the vast array
of particulars in the world as the solid ground upon which it
would make its knowledge claims. But it was unable in speech
to place those particulars under universal categories without ef-
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facing their particularity. And in so doing Sense-Certainty erased
the very thing that was meant to serve as the index of truth for its
claims. This announces a general problem encountered by the
shapes of consciousness in the Phenomenology of Spirit: the chal-
lenge of universalizing particulars without having the particulars
dissolve into the universal. One principal lesson of the sections
on Consciousness, Self-Consciousness, and Reason is that most
particulars simply cannot withstand the dissolving force of the
universal. Any attempt to assert such particulars as themselves
the ground of knowing leads to contradictions and hence to fail-
ure. What kinds of particulars are these and why do they fail to
hold together when brought together with the universal? There
are three basic types of such particulars: external things, self-con-
scious things, and rational individuals. These types of particulars
coincide with the sections on Consciousness, Self-Conscious-
ness, and Reason.

We noted when looking at Sense-Certainty that it based its
knowledge claims on the fact that there are things “out there.”
This continues with the other shapes of Consciousness: Percep-
tion and Understanding. Both of these shapes fall under the head-
ing of Consciousness because they too point to something “out
there” to justify their claims of knowing. Perception points to the
properties possessed by ordinary objects and Understanding
points to forces underlying physical phenomena. We cannot re-
trace here the increasingly intricate contours of these shapes of
consciousness, but might dwell briefly with Understanding to see
what we learn about Consciousness as a whole.

It might strike your ear already as odd to speak of forces as
things that are simply out there in the external world. Rather than
being simply out there, forces are posited by us as being out there,
and then we go about testing whether the forces as posited match
up with the measurable features of observable phenomena. So
while it is important in this process of thought and experiment to
maintain that there is really something out there – that the forces
are not just fictions we have invented – their being out there is
not a simple, immediate presence but is mediated by our own
mindful activity. In a rather elaborate teasing out of the various
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aspects of this mindful relationship to the external world, Hegel
shows how Understanding cannot account for its claims about
force on its own terms. Consciousness is committed to the
grounds of knowing being completely independent of its own ac-
tivity. It turns out that this is not the case – the grounds of know-
ing are not simply out there in the world. Understanding pushes
this demand so far that eventually the situation inverts itself and,
as Hegel says at the end of “Force and the Understanding,” when
Consciousness finally tears away the veil separating appearances
from essence, it sees only itself.

The next main section of the book explores the position oppo-
site to Consciousness, namely, Self-Consciousness. Self-Con-
sciousness is opposite in that its basic stance is that it itself is the
whole and sufficient ground of truth. Self-Consciousness is de-
sirous, and what Self-Consciousness desires is to affirm that it is
independent of the things around it. Only through affirming its
total independence can Self-Consciousness make good on its as-
sertion that it is the sole and sufficient ground of knowing. Each
shape of Self-Consciousness fails to be the sole ground of its own
certainty, and we the readers see again and again that Self-Con-
sciousness is dependent on its interactions with the external world
to affirm itself. As with Consciousness, we come to see that Self-
Consciousness cannot account for itself on its own terms. We the
readers come to see that only Consciousness and Self-Conscious-
ness together make a whole. To be self-conscious a thing must
be engaged with a world outside of itself; and to be conscious of
an outside world is to be a thing whose own activity is involved
in the conscious presence of that world. Hence there is both iden-
tity and difference between the moments of Consciousness and
Self-Consciousness.

So, it turns out that neither external objects nor self-conscious
beings are things that have a universally abiding character. That
is, whatever standing they have in the world is shown to be partial
and dependent. But since there does seem to be some abiding
character to the whole movement of Consciousness and Self-
Consciousness taken together, perhaps this whole movement is
the universal ground we have been searching for. This brings us
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to the third type of particular, the rational individual.
What does Hegel mean by a rational individual? Each shape

of consciousness explored in the chapter on Reason shares a basic
stance, one which implicitly takes into itself what the reader
comes to understand about Consciousness and Self-Conscious-
ness, namely that there is an identity between the self and its
world. The shapes of Reason have, Hegel says, an instinct for af-
firming this identity through some kind of engagement with the
world. These modes of engagement range from observation-
based science to the making and testing of laws. And while there
is a gradual emergence of self-awareness on the part of the ra-
tional individual in the progression of these shapes, a common
feature throughout is the implicit assertion that the rational indi-
vidual is able, on its own, to carry through the explicit revelation
of the identity of self and world. In what strikes me as the most
despairing stretch of the book, Reason is seen to fail repeatedly
in this project. While Reason is successful in finding reasonable-
ness in many features of the world, some of its own making, it is
never quite able to achieve a complete identity between itself as
rational and the world as a whole. The complete rationality of the
world turns out to be an ever-vanishing fantasy for the rational
individual. In a moment we will see the meaning of this as it per-
tains to particulars and universals.

But first let’s note that we are now in a position to understand
why there is a chapter called “Spirit” in the Phenomenology and
why Absolute Freedom and Terror is located in this chapter. In
one respect we can see that if there are no other shapes of con-
sciousness, then the project of finding adequate grounds for our
knowledge must be a failure since none of the shapes observed
thus far have been up to the challenge. Hegel’s implicit assertion
is that there are more shapes of consciousness and that their gen-
eral character is different from those of Consciousness, Self-Con-
sciousness, and Reason. The shapes of Spirit are those that
address the principal failings of Reason. A few remarks about the
final shapes of Reason will help make sense of what emerges at
the beginning of the chapter on Spirit.
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After failing to directly observe the reasonableness of the
world in nature or the human mind and body, Reason attempts to
make its own activity in the world the source of rationality in the
world. In various ways, these shapes of Reason find that the pres-
ence of other rational individuals in the world gets in the way of
their own projects of establishing a reasonable world. Each of
these failures in some way gets parsed out as a failure to reconcile
particularity and universality. The final two shapes of Reason
turn to law as a possible means for establishing a rational world.
It turns out, however, that while Reason can make rational laws
and test the rationality of laws, it cannot through these endeavors
establish a definitive set of laws that adequately ground and guide
the particular actions of individuals. That is, the need of individ-
uals to act cannot be sufficiently determined by any set of rational
ordinances.

Nevertheless, we do act and we do so aware that we are sub-
jected to norms of some kind or another. An initial stab at defin-
ing what Hegel means by Spirit might be just this, that rational
human life always finds itself within some set of shared, com-
munal norms and that these norms provide both the structure and
coherence of the community and the principal self-understanding
of the members of the community. In this sense, the realm of
Spirit is prior to that of Reason. Or, as Hegel puts it, Spirit is the
substantial ground that is the real being of human consciousness.
The modes of cognition that fall under the headings of Con-
sciousness, Self-Consciousness, and Reason are abstractions
from this ground. I take this to be the most important claim of
Hegel’s book.

The first shape of Spirit that Hegel presents he calls the “Eth-
ical World,” a vision of the Greek polis seen through the lens of
Sophocles’ Antigone. This vision of the polis depicts a commu-
nity in which each member has a place and a communal role, and
these places and roles are essentially and immediately identified
with certain normative injunctions. The two fundamental axes
around which the city and its members are organized are the
human and divine laws and the corresponding domains of the



state and the family. As Hegel sees it, the characters in Sophocles’
play exemplify this immediate identity with the norms that define
their places and roles, Antigone most of all. The Antigone we see
portrayed in the Phenomenology has no reflective distance on her
role as sister and keeper of the unwritten laws. It is simply who
she is. The immediacy that marks Antigone’s ethical stance does
not prevent her from being a conscious, self-conscious, and ra-
tional individual; but those modes are not the definitive ones in
her case. In this way we can see how the shapes of Spirit follow
upon those of Consciousness, Self-Consciousness, and Reason
in the dialectical unfolding of the book, even if they possess this
other kind of priority. Antigone exemplifies the fact that there are
shapes of consciousness that do not attempt to ground ethical life
in the rational capacities of the individual, but simply live pri-
marily from within some set of ethical norms.

As is always the case in the Phenomenology, however, the im-
mediacy of Antigone’s selfhood shows itself as unstable, contra-
dictory, and unsustainable. Indeed, I think the force of Hegel’s
presentation is that the apparent repose of the polis as presented
in the first section on the Ethical World is a fiction. The truth of
the beautiful distribution of norms between the gods and man,
and between the home and state, is that it cannot but result in a
conflict that tears the city apart. This is unavoidable because of
action. The initial static view of the city shows everyone parceled
out into their respective domains. But as essentially normative
domains, the individuals that fall within them must be agents.
Ethical life is a life of actions, not of contemplation. The problem
is that as soon as one acts in Antigone’s city, one must transgress
the boundaries that were supposed to define and confine one’s
actions. Antigone’s burial of her brother is at once an upholding
of the divine law and a transgression of the human law. Likewise,
her action, which finds its justification in the duty to family, is a
violation of a state decree.

The instability of this first shape of ethical life announces the
singular challenge for Consciousness in the realm of Spirit: Con-
sciousness must inhabit a way of life in which the normative
structure of self and community can sustain both simultaneously.
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We will have to forgo looking at any of the shapes of Spirit which
fall between Ethical Action and Absolute Freedom, but it should
be roughly apparent how the stance of Absolute Freedom ad-
dresses this challenge. The ethical stance taken by the revolution-
ary consciousness of Absolute Freedom is one that immediately
identifies its own will with the will of all. The division of the
spiritual world into particular and partial domains has been oblit-
erated and replaced with one in which the selfhood of all indi-
viduals is to be realized in the common project of a universal
will. We are almost ready to see the dark side of the this shape of
Spirit, but let’s pause to pull together some threads of what we
have seen so far.

The twin goals of grounding knowledge and reconciling the
universal and the particular, and the failures of the attempts at
reconciliation, have been present in all of the shapes of con-
sciousness we have considered. For Sense-Certainty, the possi-
bility of knowing is grounded in the immediate presence of an
external world, but Sense-Certainty fails to find universals that
allow for the preservation of particulars. The shapes of Self-Con-
sciousness all posit the self as the universal ground of knowledge
but are not able to recognize the role of external particularity in
its own self-regard. The rational individual at the end of the chap-
ter on Reason sees its own rational capacities as sufficient
grounds for determining the normative structure of communal
life, but produces nothing but empty tautologies or equally ra-
tional but contradictory laws. The individuals who populate the
Ethical World know what their duties are, their selves are
grounded in an immediate identification with these duties, and
in this way their particularity is identical to a universal; but the
need to act on those duties brings them into conflict with the du-
tiful actions of others and thus the identity of particular and uni-
versal is only partial.

We might now want to consider what it means that these indi-
vidual, largely self-contained shapes of consciousness make up
some kind of whole, come in a particular order, and are grouped
under different headings. In one sense, the phenomenological ob-
server adds nothing to the progression of shapes of conscious-
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ness. The internal shifting, unrest, and development within each
shape always results in a form of consciousness that is in itself
what the next shape of consciousness is for itself. In this way,
there are no gaps between the various shapes of consciousness.
However, each new shape of consciousness takes itself to be im-
mediately what it is. It has no knowledge of being related to prior
shapes. We might say that each new shape is a new start. But this
means that the phenomenologist is not just an observer, but also
an arranger. The putting-in-order of the shapes is done by the
philosopher and is not the work of natural consciousness. Hence
part of our work as readers is to discern not only that the shapes
come in this order, but also to decide whether we agree that they
are properly ordered. This returns us to the first moment, how-
ever. Deciding whether the shapes are properly ordered amounts
to deciding whether there are any gaps between the shapes. These
considerations are true not only with respect to the individual
shapes of consciousness, but also to the various kinds that they fall
under: Consciousness, Self-Consciousness, Reason, and so on.

Finally it is time to see what comes after Absolute Freedom.
What comes right on the heels of Absolute Freedom is Terror.
I would be tempted to say that the “and” in “Absolute Freedom
and Terror” should be read as an “is.” Absolute Freedom is Ter-
ror. I believe Hegel offers here, in his typically obscure fash-
ion, both a historical/political interpretation and a cognitive/
philosophical one. The historical interpretation, in short, is that
the project of instituting universal human freedom and equality
cannot be achieved simply at the level of the universal will.
That is, if one makes the universal will of the people the im-
mediate ground upon which political freedom rests one must
regard all institutional and procedural aspects of governance
as inessential and distortive. The reality is that institutions and
procedures must be in place for actual governance, but when
viewed from the perspective of Absolute Freedom they cannot
but take on the look of something sinister, retrograde, and evil.
The terminus of this suspicion, the very logic of the Revolu-
tion, Hegel suggests, is the pure negating force of the Terror.
Only through the continual erasure of partial and contingent
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actions and positions can the purity of Absolute Freedom be
maintained.

But since the shapes of Spirit are not just collective frames of
mind but always also those of individuals, the Terror lurking in
Absolute Freedom can be viewed at the level of the individual
mind as well. Hegel here seems to suggest that for the individual
Absolute Freedom is terrifying because, for the first time in the
Phenomenology, consciousness has taken on a shape that sees it-
self explicitly and exclusively as a space of pure negativity. To
be absolutely free is to be determined by nothing outside of one-
self. And while this independence of determination was true of
the shapes of Self-Consciousness, only Absolute Freedom sees
itself in the world, with others, in this way. Absolute Freedom
sees itself as radically self-determining without seeing itself as
independent. 

The implicit political injunction of these considerations is that
the spiritual community must move past revolution and stake out
some determining and limiting boundaries that will make actual
and sustainable the universal freedom aimed at in the Revolution.
Hegel, however, does not pursue the political side of the story
within the Phenomenology. The fittingness of what comes in the
final section of Spirit is, nevertheless, explicable within the
framework of what I have sketched out so far.

If the dead end reached both by the revolutionary community
and the cognitive shape of Absolute Freedom is that self-deter-
mination is without content, then somehow self-determination
must be shown to implicitly contain within itself some kind of
determinate content. From this perspective it makes sense that
the final section of Spirit begins with a shape of consciousness
that resembles Kant’s moral subject. The positioning of this
shape after Absolute Freedom and Terror suggests that the key
to overcoming the terrifying negativity of Absolute Freedom (or
autonomy) is to see that this freedom is also, at the same time,
subjection to a law. If revolutionary consciousness is the first to
posit its own freedom with others as the essential content of itself,
then the Kantian moral subject carries out the recognition that that
freedom is identical to a certain self-legislation. We can perhaps
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make sense of the retreat from the political realm inasmuch as the
moral subject need go no further than himself to find the contours
of this self-legislation.

The advance from Absolute Freedom is clear: the pure nega-
tivity of that freedom finds a determining limitation in itself. The
universal moral law is identical with who I essentially am. The
remainder of the chapter on Spirit plays out in the usual way. The
identity of the self and the moral law is too immediate, and once
again the need to act in the world is the grit that irritates what at
first appears to be a beautiful achievement: the universal self
within each of us providing the determining ground for all human
action. In Hegel’s hands, the moral subject is exposed as finite,
partial, and always acting on insufficient grounds. To be a gen-
uine member of a human community, and hence to be a genuine
self, one must risk the inevitable transgression of action. One
must act from within oneself without having all the information
one needs and without knowing all of the ramifications of one’s
action. More crucially, one must act in one’s own interest. Action
is irredeemably selfish. The final pages of the chapter on Spirit
are meant to address this bind that we find ourselves in. Hegel
suggests that only through the mutual recognition of this bind, of
our finitude, and of the inevitably transgressive character of
human action can we finally plant our feet in the world and orient
our minds in such a way that we can both be certain of what we
know and also be justified of this certainty. For only here is the
particular both reconciled with and preserved within the univer-
sal. The universal recognition of the necessary partiality of
human existence makes possible the free flourishing of human
action and also makes possible genuine and sustainable human
community. This is the I that is We and the We that is I that was
announced in the chapter on Self-Consciousness.

We might also see that the distinction between thought and ac-
tion, mind and world, is overcome here. Both are only moments
of a fluid whole. No moment of the field of human action –
whether the deed itself, the conviction of duty that accompanies
the deed, the determination of means to fulfill our ends, or the
judgment of either our own actions or those of others in their par-
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ticularity – what Hegel calls “evil” – none of these has ultimacy.
Only the whole movement is truly actual. I think this is what
Hegel must mean when he says that “The deed is not imperish-
able; it is taken back by Spirit into itself, and the aspect of indi-
viduality present in it . . . straightaway vanishes (§669).”

To borrow a phrase from the American philosopher Wilfred
Sellars, we might say that the ultimate ground of our knowledge
is just the “space of reasons” itself. There are no criteria for
knowledge – moral or otherwise – outside of the space in which
we hold each other and ourselves to account. But this also means
that this is a ground that is self-grounding. Only we ourselves
can constitute this ground by making fully actual the space of
reasons. Hence, the final moments of the chapter on Spirit cannot
be construed as something that has simply come to pass. Rather,
the mutual confession of finitude is the self-given ground of the
ongoing, living present, a present for which we are perpetually
and inescapably responsible. Only in this sense is Spirit Absolute.

The main goal of the Phenomenology as an account of know-
ing has thus almost been achieved with the appearance of for-
giveness and reconciliation. But only almost. The agents of
mutual recognition that end the chapter on Spirit do what they
do knowingly, but they do not know the philosophical signifi-
cance of their mutual regard. Only we see it, and complete com-
prehension of its significance requires two more steps. The first
is taken in the chapter on Religion. Two aspects of the role of the
chapter on Religion in the Phenomenology of Spirit seem clear
to me. First, Hegel seems to suggest that the shapes of Spirit as
ways of being in the world are always supplemented by a com-
mon and shared discourse. The highest level of this shared dis-
course, and one that is crucial in knitting the community together,
is the way in which the community talks about the highest things,
or what is absolute. The religion chapter provides a taxonomy of
the historical variants on such discourses regarding the absolute.
Secondly, we phenomenologists need to trace the logical ordering
of these ways of understanding the absolute so as to see that the
terminus of that logical sequence coincides with the relationship
of self and other at the end of Spirit. Only by tracing this out and
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seeing this coincidence are we positioned to take the stance of
Absolute Knowing.

What then is this grand-sounding thing called Absolute Know-
ing? I think it can best be captured in past participle construc-
tions. Absolute Knowing is having traversed and despaired of the
knowledge claims of all of the shapes of consciousness; it is hav-
ing worked up to a comprehension of the proper fit between these
shapes and the way in which they make a whole; it is having
come to recognize that only such a traversal and comprehension
is adequate to the philosophical question about what the grounds
of our knowing are. There is no Absolute Knowing outside of the
experience of struggling to and achieving an adequate vision of
the book as a whole. If there is a present tense formulation of Ab-
solute Knowing it seems that is must be progressive. We must
hold the movement of despair of the book in mind in order to
enjoy the satisfaction of the redemption of that despair. But this
means that there is no thing called the Absolute that we can walk
away from the book with. The Absolute is not a thing at all but a
way of knowing and this way of knowing just is the full experi-
ence of reading the Phenomenology of Spirit.

74 THE ST. JOHN’S REVIEW



POEMS | ZUCKERMAN 75

Tercet
Elliott Zuckerman

No one is going anywhere,
this is a pure farewell. The men 
are due to return within the hour,

expecting never to be surprised. 
Sooner or later the women will 
surprise themselves.

That is why this ghostly embarcation 
this hush and stir of zephyrs 
repudiates all kinship

with the enthralled Addios
sung with a catch in the throat 
by ardent diva and exalted tenor.

Nor is this death-in-love 
for this is not the sound 
of real water.

No drowning in these undulating waves 
no more than in the regular ebbing
of a Hiroshige print.

The rare rococo masters knew 
that fare thee well are words 
and music of arrival.

Elliott Zuckerman is tutor emeritus at St. John’s College in Annapolis,
Maryland.
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Liberalism and Tragedy
A Review of Jonathan N. Badger’s Sophocles and the
Politics of Tragedy: Cities and Transcendence. New
York: Routledge, 2013. 252 pages, $140; paper, $42.95.

Paul Ludwig

Jonathan Badger’s Sophocles and the Politics of Tragedy begins
a dialogue between Greek tragedy and modern political thought.
Sophocles best diagnosed a predicament that continues to haunt
us today: human nature has two drives, one that aims at bodily
security and another that aims at transcendence. The two are for-
ever in tension. Tragic protagonists often attempt to realize one
of the two aims, to the detriment of the other. For example, Creon
in the Antigone attempts to base politics on one of the two drives,
bodily security. Badger finds comparably one-sided attempts in
the history of political thought. Christian medieval thought at-
tempted to create a politics of transcendence. Francis Bacon’s
modern project based its new politics on bodily security. Both
were attempts to move beyond, and thus to deny, tragedy. A truly
tragic consciousness lives with the tension rather than trying to
negate one of the poles. In a surprise, John Locke emerges as the
hero of the book for inaugurating liberalism, a politics that holds
these two drives in tension, and thus qualifies as tragic politics
in the best sense.

Tragedy begins with an insight into the transitory nature of all
things, including politics and human relations. Time and change
rule all (8). Unpredictably and unaccountably, everything dis-
solves (cf. Ajax 646-92). Two opposed responses to this tragic
insight attempt to fix or remedy the situation. One response is the
drive for transcendence. A hero looks beyond the living world to
a world of divine beauty. The other response is the drive for bod-
ily security. Statesmen, especially, use institutions and laws to
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ensure safety and survival, hoping to shield us from death and
decay. Since perfect justice is one vision of transcendent beauty,
heroes are on a collision course with existing political institutions.
Security entails stability, which is threatened by heroic visions. 

This conception of tragedy draws on and subsumes parts of
Aristotle’s, Hegel’s, and Nietzsche’s understandings, among oth-
ers. Hegel’s clash of right actions, for example, fits together with
the tragic insight that the two drives are equally right (and wrong).
Hegel would like to see the two theses sublate into a higher syn-
thesis. But such a solution, insofar as it disarms the tragic tension,
denies that our predicament is really tragic. According to Badger,
Aristotle’s Poetics places mimesis at the heart of ethical action.
To act ethically is to play a role—an interpretation that sounds
surprisingly postmodern. Philosophy itself emerges from creating
narratives, poetry (26-31). The poeticizing capacity of soul ren-
ders our experiences to us as a world of wholes. In place of the
usual “purgation of pity and fear” as a translation of Aristotle’s
account of the effect of tragedy, Badger makes a case for “purifi-
cation of ruth and horror.” Whereas pity has been overtaken by
democratization, “pure ruth should hold us spellbound, transfixed
in utter sorrow on behalf of another” (28). Whereas fear is overly
broad, dread unspecific, and terror too urgent, horror best cap-
tures the threat of destroying the story of one’s life, not merely
ending one’s life. “[O]ne’s life work is destroyed or useless.”
Rather than getting rid of these passions because they cloud
thought, catharsis purifies them into versions serviceable for
learning and understanding. The meaning of this purification
seems to slide from purified passions to pure exemplars of the
characters who feel them, like Antigone and Creon—incarnations
of the drives for transcendence and security, respectively (30-31). 

The understandings of tragedy proposed by the major thinkers
fit together only uneasily, as Badger is quick to point out. Solon’s
homely wisdom of the Greeks seems to agree with Nietzsche’s.
To “show how much better it is for a human being to die than to
live” (Herodotus 1) sounds a lot like “best . . . not to be born, not
to be, to be nothing. But the second best for you is—to die soon”
(Birth of Tragedy 17-18, 31). And yet, the Solon story emphasizes
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successes and failures at the end of life: the sons who hitched
themselves to their mother’s cart and Croesus’s ruin. Going out
on top or at one’s peak (perhaps even hastening the end to coin-
cide with the peak) is different from finding individuation itself
to be an illusion, as Nietzsche does. To have a peak, it is neces-
sary to be an individual, and Herodotus does not say that the
sons’ triumph was illusory; he surely knew of despots more for-
tunate than Croesus. The still greater distance between Nietzsche
and Aristotle does not render the comparison useless; the two are
“compatible” (34; cf. 37-38, Hegel “entirely compatible”), if we
abstract sufficiently. Nietzsche gives us a “vocabulary” for talk-
ing about tragedy, though he and Aristotle are using “different
terms.” “Antigone and Creon are in a ‘Hegelian’ collision over
how to respond to the ‘Nietszchean’ insight” (38). But again, if
individuation is an illusion, then the Ajax’s “all things change”
is necessarily a consequence. But if “all things change,” that does
not necessarily mean individuation is an illusion. At any rate,
there is an assumption here that would have to be made evident—
namely, that only eternal things really exist. Does Philoctetes re-
ally turn to savagery because the “falseness of the Apollonian
(rational, expedient) community is intolerable” (35)? 

Crucial to interpreting both the Philoctetes and the Ajax is the
ambiguous role (or roles) of Odysseus. For Badger, Odysseus is
the Lockean before Locke, the one man at Troy who can fully
appreciate the tragic insight (into the mutability of all things)
without succumbing to either of the two drives—security or tran-
scendence—that attempt to solve it. Instead, Odysseus is strong
and humane enough to hold the two drives in tension. Contrary
to appearances, Odysseus’s role is civic-minded, even self-sacri-
ficing, in the two plays. Friendship is the theme of the Philoctetes,
and Odysseus is instrumental in drawing the exiled hero into a
friendship with young Neoptolemus, a friendship based on their
shared heroic morality. Only their newfound friendship can bring
Philoctetes back to Troy to save the Greek cause. Friendship is
the middle term between the community and the individual;
friendship moderates heroic individualism and provides a reason
to help the community. Odysseus orchestrates this friendship, in
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part by presenting himself as worse than he is, in order to provide
an unheroic contrast (cf. Philoctetes 64-67). “A foiled and hapless
Odysseus in ignoble flight . . . is a queer image. It is not consistent
with the Homeric presentation or with Sophocles’ presentation
of him in the Ajax” (118). Hence the interpretation that Odysseus
probably expected or counted on Neoptolemus’s rebellion against
his plan (120). This is a parting of the ways for interpreters: few
classicists would assume that Odysseus is consistently the same
character in two plays not performed together, nor that Sophocles
felt bound to make either Odysseus consistent with Homer’s. For
instance, Sophocles’s Odysseus would have been more likely to
kill the suitors and serving maids out of cold expedience rather
than suffering the anger and resentment that Homer’s undergoes.
Badger’s Sophocles by contrast provides in each play a further
meditation on the Homeric protagonist. In part, the heroic friend-
ship could only be manipulated into existence because it is not
fully rational (117). Reason and experience do not naturally re-
veal this “whole” that binds the heroes to the community; to see
it requires a divine perspective or poeticizing. This perspective
is provided by the deus ex machina—the voice or appearance of
Heracles at the end. Badger flirts with but ultimately does not
embrace the thesis that Heracles is Odysseus in disguise (because
the same actor probably played both roles) or that Heracles is in
some other way a final, fiendishly clever piece of the plan
Odysseus was hatching all along. 

More telling than being chased off-stage is the scene that re-
verses Odysseus’s and Neoptolemus’s tutor-student relationship.
When the young man is about to return the bow, Odysseus threat-
ens that the whole host of Greeks, and himself among them, will
stop Neoptolemus. But this claim is laughable since the Greeks
are far away, and the restitution of the bow is imminent. A
spokesman for an army is not the same as an army. Where are
his divisions? In brushing the suggestion aside, Neoptolemus
says: “You were born wise, but what you’re saying is not wise”
(1244). When Odysseus retorts that neither Neoptolemus’s
speech nor his deeds are wise, the issue come to a head. Neop-
tolemus addresses it forthrightly: “No, but if my [speeches and
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deeds] are just, they are better than wise” (1246). The hero
chooses justice over wisdom, heart over mind. He does so self-
consciously. When Odysseus threatens him with retribution from
the Greek host, Neoptolemus moves to a further claim. With jus-
tice on his side, he has nothing to fear from Odysseus (1251). A
just man has nothing to fear. For once, Odysseus resorts to force,
beginning to draw his sword—but he puts it back with farcical
speed when Neoptolemus begins to respond in kind. Neoptole-
mus now delivers the cutting line that reverses their earlier tuto-
rial relationship. “You have done the prudent thing. And if you
remain thoughtful this way in the future, perhaps you will keep
out of trouble” (1259-60). He is now speaking like an older man
admonishing a younger. Odysseus’s wisdom now looks like im-
maturity, while Neoptolemus’s justice has conferred upon him a
certain augustness ordinarily reserved for age.

If real (as opposed to feigned) friendship was part of Odysseus’
plan, he apparently failed to anticipate that friendship could draw
the pair away from the community. Philoctetes originally per-
suades Neoptolemus that the two of them should retire into private
life; he is willing to live with his wound if it spites the Atreidai,
preferring to harm his enemies rather than help himself (cf. 1391-
97). A cure, a new life, the highest fame: his new friend is a crutch
that enables him to avoid all of these goods. Similarly, Neoptole-
mus is willing to give up his glorious future in order to remain
true to a friend. Back home, Neoptolemus will take care of
Philoctetes and his wound, looking out for him especially during
his seizures. Philoctetes and his invincible bow will prevent
reprisals against the disgraced young man and his land (1404-7).
It is important to note that friendship is now standing in the way
of either friend’s achieving his highest good. All they have is each
other. Intriguingly, the same friendship that contributes to this vi-
cious spiral downwards into privacy also contributes—after a
boost from the gods—to a virtuous spiral upwards. Badger is elo-
quent on the excellence of friendship and its political use: friend-
ship “has a portion of the intimacy and warmth of family without
the concomitant murkiness and stultification, and it can partake
of worldly action and incentive without the crassness and imper-
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sonality of the larger, public community” (116). It is their friend-
ship which decisively draws the two heroes back to the commu-
nity where their ambitions may be fulfilled. But the divine
intervention does not change the truth about friendship as re-
vealed in the play up to that point. Friendship can be an aid to
public endeavor, but it can also be a hindrance. Perhaps generally,
or more commonly, it is a hindrance. The play shows that true
friendships have a privatizing propensity as well as a public, civic
propensity. One might be tempted go further: the potentially civic
character of the heroes’ friendship is due more to the ground of
their friendship—admiration of heroic virtue—than to the friend-
ship itself. Only in the larger society can heroic virtue receive the
honors it is due. One can imagine other grounds of friendship
(and other virtues) in which the privatizing propensity predomi-
nates. Can the privatized friendship of today contribute to liberal
societies? 

The reading of the Ajax delves deeper into Odysseus’s ambi-
guity, and the reading of the Antigone shows the polarization he
avoids. By permitting the burial of the disgraced hero Ajax,
Odysseus in a sense corrects Creon’s refusal to permit Antigone
to bury her traitorous brother. Odysseus pities his enemy’s insan-
ity because Odysseus sees in Ajax both “himself and the rest of
us” (64, on lines 122-26 of Ajax). Odysseus responds to the tragic
insight that all things are mutable in a way that neither remedies
the fact nor simply resigns itself to it. Instead, he finds a way the
community might abide within the tension (65). Friendship and
civic piety are his ways of abiding: he uses his friendship with
Agamemnon to secure burial and to incorporate the dead hero
(and his drive for transcendence) into the community. Odysseus
consistently claims to act not altruistically but for himself (Ajax
123-24, 1363-67). Badger believes that he overcomes his natural
self, substituting for it a universal self. “Odysseus’s ‘self’ is an
expanded self: the individual and the community are inside
Odysseus” (68). Self-interest and civic responsibility merge.
Odysseus is conscious of tragedy, and his action points toward a
political order that could also be conscious of tragedy—a worldly
life that could nevertheless hold in mind the excellence of the
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hero, whose unrestrained activity would threaten to overturn that
order. He beautifies the city by cultifying the hero (69). One won-
ders if anything similar to a hero cult, in which transcendence
can be both recognized and tamed, exists in liberal society.

Antigone is heroic because she desires an other-worldly
beauty, a desire that can achieve its aim only in Hades (73). Only
in the underworld can she achieve her perfect love. Hers is a
philia that becomes an eros. This is nicely observed. She seeks
to impose her transcendence on the community by burying
Polyneices. But the latter hardly seems an imposition: here the
modern, civil-disobedience readings would seem in line with
Badger’s. In Lockean liberalism, Antigone would of course have
been allowed to bury her brother. So is her “imposition” of tran-
scendence dependent on the assumptions of the regime in Sopho-
cles’s Thebes? Badger prefers to see Antigone as a danger
analogous to later Christian impositions of transcendent longings.
Antigone is like a philosopher in the way she finds meaning by
poeticizing: she beautifies the contingent parts around her into
wholes, thereby making them meaningful (75). Beauty orders ex-
perience. But the philosophical analogy is debatable: philoso-
phers like Epicurus denied the existence of a beautiful cosmos.
Would not philosophers want to know the truth about anything
“naturally ambiguous and imperfect” (76)? Philosophy relies on
poetry only for its first principles (89). But does this ‘first’ mean
‘first’ in the sense of beginnings that govern the conclusions, or
‘first’ in the sense of opinions from which to ascend? Creon, for
his part, reduces philia to civic friendship (86; cf. Antigone 182-
90). His and her mistakes are equal and opposite: “In looking to
a poeticized Hades, Antigone fails to see any viable wholeness
in bodily life. In seeking bodily security and failing to see the
universal power of erōs and chance, Creon fails to imagine the
human soul” (93). But this makes the desire for transcendence
sound like a mad pursuit we would be better off without—which
can hardly be said of the desire for security. On this view, what
would be wrong with Creon’s position, other than the fact that
he did not provide for anaesthetizing or otherwise dealing with
Antigone’s psychological problem? To say the drive or desire for
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transcendence is innate is not yet to say that it is a good thing.
Until yesterday, it was possible to say that human nature cannot
be changed. Badger confronts the problem in a section entitled
“Life beyond the Human.” Our striving for medical technology
that would ensure immortality (defeating the tragic through fixing
the transitory) raises questions such as “What would it mean to
be a daughter to a living father forever (a father, moreover, who
was in the same stage of life with the daughter?)” (145). He con-
cludes modestly that if Sophocles is correct, the tension between
transcendence and material security will never be eliminated
from human life (147). But will it never be eliminated because
doing so is impossible, or will it never be eliminated from hu-
manity because, when it is eliminated, we will be inhuman, “be-
yond the human”? The answer seems to be the latter, as the
tension now becomes constitutive: “human beings qua human
beings are what they are owing to this tension.” The tension is at
least required for “soulful life” (195). This opens up the possi-
bility of a post-human future—provided by the technology that
flourishes in liberal polities that, as we have seen, were created
by Locke. 

The Christian visions, in which Augustine, Aquinas, and Giles
of Rome impose transcendence on politics, are dealt with some-
what scantily. In four paragraphs, Badger treats these authors and
others, adducing citations in which some of them subordinate
secular power to ecclesiastical power. None of the passages is
explicated. Perhaps their imposition of transcendence is simply
a well known fact? To place Dante in this company, because he
was allegedly Thomas’s student and saw the world as a divine
comedy instead of a tragedy (132-33), is a step too far. Dante’s
Monarchia, for example, argues against subordinating the secular
power to the ecclesiastical. 

If the book is uninformative about the Christians, it is wonder-
fully informative about Bacon’s New Atlantis and a selection of
Bacon’s essays. Bacon explicitly demotes friendship, which
Badger places in the company of transcendence (140). Bacon’s
project is ultimately Creonic because it denies the soul in favor
of the body, which is no different from other non-human “bodies
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in motion” (143-44). Especially noteworthy are “the more violent
instruments that Bacon views as necessary for his humanitarian
goal,” including imperialism and militarism backed by technol-
ogy (141). The persecution of heretics under Church rule is
reprised in the rational-authoritarian state, this time as the perse-
cution of all transcendence. 

“The Tragic Politics of John Locke” serves as a “basis for a
rejuvenated discussion of the status and aims of contemporary
liberalism” (148). Does John Locke’s liberalism permit enough
transcendence to satisfy this polarity of the soul’s craving? As a
supreme court justice vacuously but accurately put it, “At the
heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of exis-
tence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human
life.” Doing so is protected, so long as it does not prevent anyone
else from doing so, too, and causes no bodily harm to another.
(The continuing debate over abortion tests the limits of the latter
clause.) Increasingly in our times, one’s view of the universe can-
not be protected if it causes anyone mental pain, either. This
could seem like no transcendence at all. Badger contributes to
contemporary discussions of liberalism by proposing a reason
why liberalism should not progress too far from of its Lockean
roots. While trying to twist free of the fundamental tension, re-
cent liberalism actually pivots back and forth within a formal
arrangement designed to maintain the tension (172). Dissatisfied
with this formal arrangement, recent liberalism pushes for
“equality as a norm (as opposed to equality as an observation or
postulate)” (171-73). Another of its goals, the eradication of suf-
fering, cannot be the highest human good. Striving to eliminate
suffering that comes from tyranny is fine, but “to strive to elim-
inate the suffering that comes from erōs and the gods is a symp-
tom of a lack of understanding” (165, 191). Such goals begin to
overwhelm the transcendence side of the polarity in favor of the
material security side.

In Lockean liberalism, the drive for transcendence is priva-
tized: do it yourself. Freedom of religion contrasts with both
Christian imposition and with the institutionalized civil religions
of Bacon and Hobbes. Lockean liberalism does not even promise
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justice but rather the pursuit of and struggle for justice (157, 160).
Badger appears to believe there is something naturally private
about transcendence anyway: heroic principles “have their source
in merely private relations” (99). The hero (or budding hero)
Neoptolemus, for example, has a nature “unalloyed with poli-
tics,” and it is this nature that hates the deceit in Odysseus’s plan
(105). “Patriotism is an effect of conditioning,” whereas “heroic
honor may be natural” (111). This seems odd, because if honor
is natural, it comes into its own only in community. Badger rel-
egates saving the Greek “city” besieging Troy to the bodily-se-
curity side of the polarity. But surely the Greeks are there for
glory, not security. And glory is a transcendent goal, isn’t it? The
Greeks could always have given up that goal and sailed away, if
they wished to spare their bodies. Perhaps Badger would say
glory is possible only, or mainly, for those who “fight in the front
ranks” to ensure bodily security for weaker members of a com-
munity (Iliad, 12.310-328). Certainly the Trojan War begins due
to considerations of honor that are ultimately traceable to house-
hold integrity and security. Liberalism offers some real protec-
tions for the latter while walking everyone back from, or talking
everyone down from, our high dudgeon about the former. 

Badger wrestles with Locke’s notion of self-ownership, but
finds firmer grounding in Locke’s Hobbesian right to life, which
he extends to the right to pursue happiness (154). If we cannot
do otherwise than strive for life and pursue happiness, then we
must have natural rights to do both. The right to practice religion
freely follows from the natural right to pursue happiness (155).
Hence transcendence is built in. A regime that sets itself against
this natural right is irrational and will be unstable. Badger con-
cedes that the liberal regime is morally and spiritually empty—
this is its strength. Lockean liberalism must limit itself to the
procedural; it can never make a judgment about what is good.
When it comes to the most intriguing comparison between
Sophocles’s Odysseus and Locke, Badger recurs to his reading
of Locke’s transcendent “I” that owns its “me.” The “I” is the
same for all men, whereas the “me” is “the contents of conscious-
ness,” the embedded, social, cultural, and bodily self (162, 149-
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54). Odysseus, too, unites the two drives on the basis of a recog-
nition of a transcendent self—a self that includes all men (162;
cf. 182). Sometimes this view of the self seems an ethical direc-
tion in which liberalism could go, elsewhere it seems constitutive
for liberalism (194, 198). 

Perhaps the biggest difficulty with this vision of liberalism is
that proponents of “transcendence” see it as more than just tran-
scendence. They think their own version not only transcends every-
one else’s, but is also true. Does not Locke or Odysseus have to
disagree? Could they ever recognize, or could a society built on
their assumptions recognize, the one true transcendence when it
arrives? Or would it, too, have to join the cacophony of competing
visions? The implication that all transcendences are created equal
is unsatisfying. Asserting transcendent values is difficult to do in
a vacuum. A community is required. The erotic and the divine “are
protected and revered to the degree that they do not become pub-
lic” (167). Could this lockbox not be a kind of slow strangulation,
placing the erotic and the religious in the path to eventual extinc-
tion? Religion in the United States indeed flourishes compared to
the established churches of European nations. But individualism
trickles down from the larger society to the smaller communities.
One pressing problem is that, increasingly, the larger society be-
lieves it has an interest in and a right to impose congruence be-
tween itself and each club or bowling league: the Jaycees have to
accept women members. Badger gives liberals a reason to think
twice about enforcing this congruence, at least through legal chan-
nels: many smaller groups within the liberal state have their own
views of the transcendent. Even when their views seem ugly, forc-
ing them into congruence effectually reduces Locke to Bacon, or
reduces liberal democracy to the rational-authoritarian state. One
might add that the new breed of laws that delve too deeply into
what people think (thought-crime) are equally illiberal. Making
hate a crime, as though it added anything to the murder or harm
to body or property intended in its name, interferes with the tran-
scendent side of the polarity. 

Badger’s fear is that tragedy may go the way of the gargoyle,
may be relegated to a status no higher than that of a lawn orna-
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ment. To evaluate post-tragic visions that he regards as post-lib-
eral too, Badger closely examines the thought of Karl Jaspers.
The loss of tragedy would ultimately be the loss of humanity. In
the shorter term, tragedy can help our politics both abroad and
domestically. Recognizing the degree to which China or Iran is
Creonic or Antigonean might enable us to reject their alternatives
with less righteous indignation (195). At home, a similar human-
ity might inform our visions of our own, and the opposite, polit-
ical party. Badger says little about the market basis of liberalism,
or about the shocking triumph of capitalism over all other eco-
nomic alternatives. All progressives now espouse market mech-
anisms even in their recommendations for developing countries.
Since Locke’s notion of property is so all-inclusive, one wonders
whether the drive for transcendence might not also find expres-
sion in some forms of acquisition. 

Jonathan Badger has opened up a window on Sophocles
through which we can see the tragedies as both deep and relevant.
The book is full of wonderful insights and new ways of viewing
our politics and ourselves.
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