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Our Project in Brief:

In his hook Aspects of the Novel, E.M. Forster claims, "the final test 
of a novel will be our affection for it." From ancient tragedies and 
philosophical manuscripts, to modern political treatises and novels, there 
are those works in the Great Books curriculum that so baffled or 
provoked us, so inspired or intrigued us, that we are left with no option 
other than to confront them in our writing. So, in a sense, this book 
resembles more a collection of essays about our affections than it does an 
academic journal. In other words, presented in this book are academic 
essays that illuminate the intellectual investigations that we have 
undertaken while enrolled in the Graduate Institute at St. John’s College 
in Santa Fe.

In addition to our authors’ contributions. Early Writings: An 
Academic Journal of the St. John's College Graduate Institute has burgeoned 
from the hard work of eight diligent editorial board members and an 
industrious cover designer. This group of editors volunteered their time 
and energy to review and edit a selection of the twenty-nine submitted 
essays. Once a submission was sent to the stiohns.gi.iournal@gmail.com 
email address, an anonymous copy was reproduced for editorial review. 
Once an essay’s approval by majority vote determined its inclusion in the 
journal, a group of two to five editors began the editing and reviewing 
process. Editors who submitted to the journal surrendered their voting 
rights during review of their essay, and the occasion of their submission 
remained classified. The editing process included changes in spelling, 
grammar, syntax, word usage, basic content changes, and 
organization. The author was then contacted with a copy of these changes 
as submitted by the board before the essay proceeded to the formatting 
stage. All submissions remained anonymous and at no point was the 
review board privy to personal information regarding the authors. The 
decision to include a submission was based on a number of variables. The 
ultimate decision to include a work was based not only on its quality, but 
its length, subject matter, etc. For instance, if there were multiple essays 
submitted on a given subject, only one may have been selected for 
publication, for the sake of subject diversity. Similarly, space constraints 
had an impact. This does not mean, however, that more obscure and 
shorter pieces were given preference. Rather, an amalgamation of many 
variables determined an essay’s precedence and subsequent inclusion.

Our objective has been to provide a polished forum to feature 
curriculum-based academic essays of currently enrolled Graduate 
students of both the Eastern Classics and Liberal Arts programs. The 
inquisitive reader will find that our selections include a wide range of
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subjects, thinkers, genres and writing styles: Included in our selection are 
Master's Essay Abstracts, Preceptorial classroom essays and Tutorial 
classroom essays. The prudent reader, furthermore, will find in this 
diversity proof that in the St. John's community, there is no one 
predominant method by which texts are explored. In completing this 
project, we are reminded that there are as many perspectives from which 
one may investigate a text, as there are texts to investigate. In each of 
these explorations we find something classical, something provocative, 
something earnest, and something charming. We hope you find the same.

Mary Creighton 
Editor
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The Poetic Prose of King Lear
Bethany McGee
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"bastard" at large as well as to his own situation. Yet he refuses to make 
excuses for his own disposition. Instead he asserts that he would be the 
same man had his birth been at any other time. His thoughts are 
interrupted with the entrance of his legitimate brother Edgar, of whom he 
has just begun to speak. This brings him back into the action of the play 
and to his villainous plot.

Edmund paints a dismal portrait of human nature. The examples he 
gives of man are of the worst kind: "villains,” "fools,” "knaves, thieves, and 
treachers," "drunkards, liars, and adulterers,” and then "whoremaster,” 
"rough" and "lecherous.” He believes that man is ruled by his appetites, 
and excessively so. We are "surfeits of our own behavior,” indulging to the 
point of disgust. With the words of his speech, "goatish,” "Dragon” and 
"Ursa" (or bear), he emphasizes this animalistic nature. In fact, the only 
adjectives he uses with any positive connotation seem meant to be taken 
as ironical. He uses "excellent” to depict the "foppery of the world” and 
"admirable” to describe the "evasion of whoremaster man.”

The root of his disgust for humanity appears to be primarily sexual. 
Emphasizing his obsession with his own bastardization throughout the 
play, his soliloquy is wrought with sexual imagery. Beyond the blatant 
usage of "adulterers,” "whoremaster,” "lecherous” and an account of his 
"bastardizing” in which his "father compounded with [his] mother,” his 
language hints at a sexual drive which is all the more powerful for its 
subtlety. The mention of "goatish disposition,” as well as making an 
allusion to the astrological sign of Capricorn, conjures a lustful and lewd 
image. The phrase "under the Dragon’s Tail” rings phallic when followed 
so closely by the virginal description of something as "maidenliest.” Even 
the "divine thrusting on” of the first sentence can be understood within a 
sexual framework.

In stark contrast to the language of vulgar sexuality and animalism, 
the listener is reminded of the eternal heavens. We are treated to "the 
sun,” "the moon,” and the three-times-mentioned stars, as well as things 
described as "heavenly,” "planetary” and "divine.” The soaring prose 
reaches its zenith in the final allusion to a heavenly body with the phrase 
"the maidenliest star in the firmament twinkled.” This striking difference 
in language and theme highlights the contradiction Edmund sees in trying 
to connect one’s base existence to some higher purpose.

For Edmund, this association is detestable. Human nature is obscene 
and he admits, being "rough and lecherous,” that he is no exception. Yet 
he differs from those he despises by making no excuse for his character. "I 
should have been that I am,” he declares, "had the maidenliest star in the 
firmament twinkled on my bastardizing.” Even worse than our animalism 
is making the heavens "guilty of our disasters.” In this we not only make 
excuses for our shortcomings and misfortunes but seek to associate 
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ourselves with the eternal and the divine. By resisting the temptation to 
put his "disposition on the charge of a star,” Edmund has reclaimed not 
only culpability but agency as well. He views his "villainous melancholy" 
as a choice rather than a "necessity,” and in that choice he sees power.

Edmund's hesitation to associate himself with the divine is subtly 
undermined by the words Shakespeare puts into his mouth. There is an 
undercurrent of Christian imagery running throughout the speech. It is 
first brought to the reader’s attention in Edmund’s claim that "[He] 
should have been that [he is] had the maidenliest star in the firmament 
twinkled on [his] bastardizing." This reads as a version of the Immaculate 
Conception of Christ. Birth under the "maidenliest star” is reminiscent of 
the perfect virginity of Mary who, by giving birth out of wedlock, gave 
birth to a bastard son. The Christian tones are enforced by language that 
is strikingly biblical: "nativity” rings of The Nativity; "firmament” is a key 
word in the creation story; "Bedlam” is a corruption of "Bethlehem”; and, 
we hear of a "divine thrusting on,” as if the Divine had thrust the seed of a 
child upon the Virgin.

By painting himself both as a Christ-figure and a human agent, 
Edmund sets himself up for the comments he makes at the end of his 
soliloquy. He has put himself at a level above the other characters and 
somehow at a level above the play itself. He is able to view the events and 
his own person from an outside position almost as one of the audience, 
and recognize the action for what it is — a piece of drama on a stage. He, 
more than any other character, is allowed a view of the whole. He is able 
to reference previously spoken lines ("0, these eclipses do portend these 
divisions”: an allusion to lines spoken by his father] as well as those to 
come ("with a sigh like Tom o’ Bedlam”: the character his brother will 
assume in later scenes]. He has gained such a wide perspective on the 
entirety of the drama that he can comment upon the workings of the very 
play in which he participates. He verbalizes his "cue” upon Edgar’s 
entrance and remarks that it is "like the catastrophe of the old comedy,” 
or like the culminating event of a drama by which the plot is resolved. 
Even in this moment of meta-drama, Edmund seems to ignore the fact 
that "catastrophe" is generally the domain of tragedy. He seems unable to 
recognize the seriousness of his situation and imagines he is on a path to 
a happy — comic — ending.

Because of Edmund’s heightened awareness of drama and the 
frequency with which he addresses the audience throughout the play, his 
speech in Act I stands out. This is the only time he, who normally speaks 
in verse, soliloquizes in prose. One must ask what is significant in this 
choice of form and what effect it has on an audience. In contrast to 
Edmund’s other soliloquies, the prose section seems to consciously resist 
being broken into iambic feet and thus pays little regard to a regimented
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number of syllables within a phrase. Yet the prose is full of poetic 
elements: elevated language, metaphor and vivid imagery. And, though 
not consistently regulated, upon recitation, the selection takes on a 
metered cadence.

So why not write the passage in verse? Why single out this speech 
with the distinction of prose, a traditionally less-celebrated form? Why 
choose words of heavy stress like "adulterers," "whoremaster,” "fools,” 
"knaves," "thieves," "treachers," and "evil" that are not typically the 
content of lyrical, iambic poetry? It is as if the subject of the soliloquy 
would defile poetic language. As if neither the author nor the speaker 
could bear to elevate such a cruel, lewd portrait of humanity and 
hypocrisy to the level of the poetic. Yet there are moments, as in the lines 
"by spher | ical | predom | inance” and "enforced | obe | dience | of plan | 
etar | y in | fluence," where iambic feet, and even rhyme can be found. 
Here, poetry, the language of the stars, interrupts the vulgar prose. 
Within the harsh description of reality we see flashes of eternal ideals 
spoken in elevated poetry. Though the effect may be lost on the listener, 
the distinction between prose and verse is glaringly apparent to the 
reader.

Upon close inspection of the passage, the complexity and 
contradictions within both Edmund and the play as a whole become 
apparent. The soliloquy illuminates the tension inherent in man's 
position as hovering precariously between the animal and the divine. The 
use of poetic prose to express this situation reinforces the dialectic nature 
of the problem, with poetry representing the heavens and prose the 
animal appetites. He is a man who laments being put into a position 
beyond his control and desires the power to improve his situation. This 
upward movement involves betraying the familial bonds and the 
compassion for others that one would assume to be natural. By 
disparaging Nature and reclaiming an independent agency, Edmund can 
sooth his conscience and act without fear of immorality. This response is 
not unique to Edmund, but rather is shared by many of the play’s 
characters. Shakespeare has presented a man meant to embody evil, yet 
he looks familiar- both like the personages who share his stage and also 
like the members of his audience. Through the use of poetic prose and 
skillfully subtle conceits, Edmund’s soliloquy gives the audience a picture 
of a tortured soul and the world that has created it.

Primary Text

Shakespeare, William. King Lear. Ed. R.A. Foakes. London: The Arden
Shakespeare, 1997.
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Aristotle's Ethics:
Human Nature and Sociability

Celine Le Pluart-Kamm

In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle affirms, "man is by nature a 
social being" (1097b6]. His association of nature and society, which are 
generally viewed as distinctively different and opposed to each other, 
presents an interesting paradox. The contradiction is further deepened 
when he adds that the qualities, or virtues, necessary for man to exercise 
his natural sociability do not arise from innately, but artificially by 
training. They are learned behaviors within the city. It is easy to find a 
tension between the two opposing states of what man is "naturally” and 
"socially." If, as Aristotle theorizes, nature made the city come into 
existence as a result of necessity or common interest and endowed its 
citizens solely with tendencies to act in a particular way, we can therefore 
infer that the choices and actions that enable these citizens to function 
originate not in nature, but in the city: they originate in the socialized 
man himself. Thus, we are led to believe that the forces and processes 
controlling the phenomenon of the making of the city, as well as the 
intrinsic and essential character of those who live in it, are independent 
of human volition; however, the processes of collectively creating a high 
level of development and pursuit of goodness are dependent on human 
volition. This raises again the question of the correlation between the 
Aristotelian views of nature and culture, and more particularly, of an 
important distinction about which Aristotle was not completely clear: 
when does one break away from the other and become unique to man? In 
what sense can we say that a human being is a social being? Natural or 
artificial, what does sociability tells us about our humanity?

Aristotle's political ideas regarding human nature differ widely from 
thinkers who affirm that man is by nature anti-social. Contrary to Hobbes 
or Rousseau, for whom civil life — viz., the city — is unnatural, Aristotle 
positively declares that the city is a natural state for mankind. In Politics, 
he asserts, "it is evident that the city belongs to the class of things that 
exist by nature, and that man is by nature a political animal” [1253a2]. As 
a "political animal,” man is thus inclined to naturally seek out the 
company of other people. However, by defining man as a "political 
animal," Aristotle seems to make a crucial distinction between human 
and animal societies. Indeed, man is not the only "animal” to live in a 
community; other animals, such as elephants or wolves, live in groups, 
albeit in a less organized fashion. Bees or ants, however, have been 
observed to form organized and hierarchical societies evocative of those 
of humans. But the difference is, however, that humans are more
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"political” than these other animals. People are drawn together not only 
in response to basic physical needs, but to form and maintain political 
associations from a common interest, seeking to attain a share of the 
good life. In that sense, man's social endeavor is much greater than that of 
other animals; it is beyond the call of necessity. In fact, his sociability 
consists of an essential ethical component: the realization of the good life 
— i.e., happiness or fulfillment — that Aristotle examines in the Ethics.

Aristotle thus starts the Nicomachean Ethics on the premise that 
society is fundamental to the nature of man. For him, to be a human being 
can only mean to be a social being. He goes even further in saying that a 
life outside the city is not that of a human but of something rather 
subhuman or superhuman. He he points out in Politics:

The man who is isolated, who is unable to share the 
benefits of political association, or has no need to share 
because he is already self-sufficient, is no part of the city, 
and must therefore be either a beast or a god.
(1253a25-29)

This different sort of being, lacking the ability to live in association 
with other citizens, is thus alienated from the city's ultimate end. On one 
hand, he may be considered less than human: either a beast or a brute, 
limited by survival needs and base instinct. On the other hand, he may be 
considered more than human: a god, self-sufficient and perfect in every 
way. While acknowledging that man cannot exist in isolation, but only in 
relation with other fellow-citizen, Aristotle makes the claim that brutish 
and godlike states are in fact rare among the Greek race:

And since it is rare for a man to be divine, in the same way 
a brutish person is also rare among human beings. The 
type is commonest among the non-Greek races, but some 
cases also occur that are due to disease or arrested 
development. (1145a27-31)

Despite the fact that the lowly beast and the supremely happy man 
are both self-sufficient and can survive independently, Aristotle calls 
attention to the hardship of such solitary life:

Now a solitary man has a hard life, because it is not easy 
to keep up a continuous activity by oneself; but in 
company with others and in relations to others it is easier. 
(1170a5-6)

It is friendship, he writes, that brings people together. Aristotle 
clearly separates the miserable beast — enslaved by its own survival 
needs and brute instinct — from the happy man, free from any needs. In
6



view of this, Aristotle specifies that a happy man will need virtuous 
friends;

It is also paradoxical to represent a man of perfect 
happiness as a solitary; for nobody would choose to have 
all the good things in the world by himself, because man is 
a social creature and naturally constituted to live in 
company. (1169bl8-19)

It thus becomes apparent that the development of the city evolves from 
the need to connect and form meaningful relationships. From this 
standpoint, we find a natural sociability going back to a primary joining of 
familial communities. Aristotle describes the emergence of the city as a 
natural progression:

It is a generally accepted view that the perfect good is self- 
sufficient. By self-sufficiency we mean not what is 
sufficient for oneself alone living a solitary life, but 
something that includes parents, wife and children, 
friends and fellow-citizens in general; for man is by nature 
a social being. (1097b9-ll]

Starting from the union of families to that of hamlets, the city completes, 
as a result, the process of unification. As it has been demonstrated, man 
achieves — in actuality — what living in the city has made him for, thus 
occupying a particular place in nature that is different from that of other 
animals. However, in this ultimate realization of Aristotle’s naturally 
sociable man, there is no discernible break that occurs between nature 
and the nature of man. There is, nevertheless, an apposite nature of man 
characterized by the faculty of reason and the ensuing acquisition of 
moral virtues:

The moral virtues, then, are engendered in us neither by 
nor contrary to nature; we are constituted by nature to 
receive them, but their full development in us is due to 
habit. Again, of all those faculties with which nature 
endows us we first acquire the potentialities, and only 
later effect their actualization. (1103a24-28]

Here Aristotle not only presents man as impelled by nature to live in the 
city, but also as being provided with a certain disposition complimentary 
to the duties and obligations of civil society. This is seen when making 
conscious choices or decisions to act toward the fulfillment of his ends. 
From potentiality to actuality, man must undergo a development to 
realize the moral virtues necessary to achieve a higher state of positivity 
— viz., the good life. With the use of reason, the exercise of his will gives a
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moral sense to his acts. In a sense, the potential for future development 
belongs to the realm of nature, while the formation and framework of 
social life belongs to the realm of will and rational thoughts. Thus, man is 
left to shape an enduring system of relations that serves human interests. 
Such enterprises then complete a socialization process that nature cannot 
complete for him. So, if sociability relates to nature and our inclination to 
live in the city, it also relates to culture and our volition to attain its 
ultimate end: the common good. In this way, the break between nature 
and the unique nature of man seems to occur during this realization of his 
potential.

While sociability emerges as a quality unique to man due to reason 
and culture, it implies more than a means to a self-interested end. It tells 
us that we are social beings whose existence is incomplete outside a 
social whole. In short, Aristotle reminds us that contrary to increasingly 
prevalent individualist views, a human being is an unfinished being 
without society to help perfect his own nature. As a result of 
individualism, is mankind becoming more like beasts or gods?

Primary Texts

Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics. Translated by J.A.K. Thomson. London:
Penguin Books, 1976.

Aristotle. Politics. Translated by T.A. Sinclair. London: Penguin Books,
1981.



Ge Zhichuan Moving His Dwelling
Reina Lopez

Wang Meng was born in Huzhou, now known as Wuxing in 1308. 
Scholars believe that he took informal lessons in watercolor from his 
grandfather, but there is no record of any formal training. At any rate, one 
can safely assume that Meng’s family served for generations as painters 
for the emperor. His was also a political family. He followed in his family 
tradition of official service to the government by taking a minor post for 
most of the 1340s. The invasion of the Mongols brought his political 
career to a halt and he moved to the Yellow Crane Mountains to take the 
studio-name "Firewood Gatherer of the Yellow Crane Mountain." He was 
the youngest of the great masters of the Yuan Dynasty who famously 
refused to serve the Mongolian rulers of his time. Because of his refusal to 
serve the Mongol rulers of the country, none of his works are painted on 
silk — all are painted on paper. With the ousting of the Mongols and the 
subsequent founding of the Ming dynasty in 1368, Meng returned to 
political office and reluctantly accepted the post of prefect in Shandong 
Province. A loose association with the minister Hu Weiyong (who was 
accused of treason and executed in 1380) caused Meng a subsequent 
accusation of sedition. Meng was sent to prison in 1375 where he spent 
the last five years of his life.

Wang Meng’s style is unlike many of his contemporaries. His 
paintings are dense, almost cluttered, and his brush strokes pile on top of 
each other creating masses of color and texture. In his landscapes very 
little of the painting surface is left untouched by ink, creating full, almost 
claustrophobic, images. His most famous paintings are Forest Dwellings in 
Chu-ch'u and Forest Grottoes at Juqu. The exact date of the painting Ge 
Zhichuan Moving His Dwelling is unknown, as it was left undated by the 
painter. However, based on its style, many believe that it belongs to his 
middle period of painting in the 1360s. The painting is a hanging scroll 
measuring 139 x 58 cm. It is currently housed in the Palace Museum in 
Beijing. Based on an inscription on the painting later added by the artist, 
many believe that the painting was for Zucheng Rizhang, a Buddhist 
monk for whom the painting Forest Grottoes at Juqu was also painted. It is 
quite interesting (and more than a bit confusing) that Meng painted Ge 
Zhichuan, a prominent Daoist author, as the subject of a painting to be 
given to a prominent Buddhist — but this concern will be addressed later.

Upon initial observation of Ge Zhichuan Moving His Dwelling, one 
immediately notices the density of the image. Only a small portion at the 
bottom left and a small band across the top of the paper are barren. 
Furthermore, one notices the different qualities and density of both the
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ink and color of the painting. Most of the black ink is diluted and used as a 
wash for the mountains as a light grey. Intense black ink is reserved for a 
few rocks near the bottom of the painting, clumps of trees in the top third 
of the painting, and to highlight Ge Zhichuan’s robe.

Meng also makes use of different densities of color. Dense blue trees 
can be seen at the bottom of the painting while lighter shades of blue and 
red characterize the trees in the upper third of the painting. One also 
notices that the lighter shades of blue from the trees are echoed in the 
color of the distant mountains in the background. Interestingly, the only 
other use of the color red is found muted in the roofs of the houses and 
again muted in the color of the domesticated animals that Ge Zhichuan is 
using to assist his move. The intense red color is reserved for the 
prominent stamp at the top of the page, a few minor stamps to the bottom 
left and one to the bottom right of the painting.

Looking closer at the trees, one notices that the texture of each 
species of tree is different yet consistent throughout the painting. Each 
tree is painstakingly precise and detailed. As is pointed out in 3,000 Years 
of Chinese Painting, Meng "draws his pictorial material — figures, trees, 
rocky masses — with extraordinary finesse, using dry, precise 
brushstrokes and avoiding all that is gestural, calligraphic, or indicative of 
spontaneity" (177). This lack of spontaneity implies that the artist 
executed the painting according to a precise agenda.

It seems obvious to move from the trees to that upon which they are 
standing — the mountains and land. Although the mountains take up the 
majority of ink on the page, they are neither overbearing nor ominous. 
Starting at the bottom of the page, one notices that the land actually 
touches the very edge and essentially splits the page in half so that it 
marks an equal proportion of land and water. The rocks at the bottom of 
the page have a dark grey wash, to echo the dark grey mountains at the 
painting’s northernmost edge. Also, the rocks seem to have deep 
crevasses (marked by a pure black ink), to echo the dark black ink of the 
plants and shadows also in the top half of the painting.

Compared to other paintings of this st>’le, Ge Zhichuan Moving His 
Dwelling has a striking lack of mist surrounding the mountains. This 
omission does two things. Firstly, it forces Meng to use different 
techniques to create depth in the painting; secondly, it forces the viewer 
to search for the specific pathway leading to the dwelling at the upper 
right of the painting. The artist intends the eyes’ movement toward this 
pathway as it prescribes a specific path to the dwelling. It gives the 
viewer merely one way by which we, like Ge Zhichuan himself, may reach 
the dwelling.

To create depth in his painting, Meng uses scale and detail of trees 
and plants. At the bottom of the painting the trunks of each tree are 
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meticulously detailed. At the top of the painting the trunks of the trees 
are less detailed. This technique is similar to that of Chao Meng-fu’s 
Autumn Colors on the Ch'iao and Huo Mountains. However, Ge Zhichuan 
Moving His Dwelling is a much more crowded image than that seen in the 
open plains of Autumn Colors. The composition of the mountains give the 
sense of a continuous sequence to create depth; however, this is more 
clearly observed at the top of the page where the mountains seem to 
stack on top of one another. By combining these two techniques, Meng 
plays with perspective, never allowing the viewer to settle into any one 
viewing mode. Rather, the viewer is constantly uncomfortable and 
unstable in his perspective.

The unsettled viewer is obliged to search for Meng’s intended 
pathway up the painting. Unlike many of the paintings in which the mist 
between the mountains create a pathway for the eyes, Meng forces the 
viewer to search for his pathway — the path that Ge Zhichuan and his 
family are already walking. This prescribed path, and only this path, 
leads the viewer to the dwelling obscured by the trees in the valley. One 
does not dare seek another path to the dwelling, lest his eyes become lost 
among the mountains and trees.

Looking at the bottom third of the painting, one notices that the dark 
rocks and the clear water are given equal value on the page. This 
essentially splits the painting surface area in half. From the unpainted 
water on the bottom left of the page, our eyes are drawn slightly upward 
and to the right where the water is blocked by the dark rock. Fritz van 
Briessen, a scholar of Chinese painting and its styles, describes this 
technique as "Opening and Closing” or "k'ai ho" [van Briessen, 134]. The 
water on the left of the painting wants to flow endlessly, thus opening the 
painting. This element opens up the painting in order to let it "fly free." 
Left unconstrained, the water would continue to flow in all directions, as 
it does at the left bottom, where it seems to flow off of the page. Meng, 
however, contains the water on the right hand side of the page with dark 
rocks. These rocks "close down" the openness of the water and "hold it 
fast" (van Briessen, 134) within its banks. The rocks also force our eyes 
back to the left and up the path of the water to the human subject of the 
painting. Interestingly, van Briessen suggests that the opposing pairs in 
the painting become identical at a higher level. By dividing the painting 
horizontally in half, we notice that Meng has given equal space to the 
combined water and rocks at the bottom of the page with the sky at the 
top of the page. In a sense, the water and rocks are identical to its 
mirrored sky.

If we take into account that the subject of the painting (Ge Zhichuan) 
was a prominent Daoist, the importance of the equal and balanced yet 
contrasting rocks and water take on an even deeper meaning as a symbol
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of Yin and Yang. This symbol of eternal transition and duality illuminates 
a strong Daoist philosophy within the painting itself. Furthermore, the 
relationship between the bottom of the painting [Earth] and the top of 
the painting [Heaven) and the equality which Meng gives them suggests 
that in the balance between opposites [Yin and Yang] one can indeed find 
harmony, represented by Heaven, here on Earth.

As our eyes are pushed left by the rocks at the bottom of the page, we 
come to Meng's intended path. We first notice that this path has no 
definite beginning. Instead, it seems to appear from behind the trees on 
the bottom right side of the painting. The path leads us across the bridge, 
on which Ge Zhichuan stands, and again disappears off to the left side of 
the page. The path briefly re-appears as it follows the river only to quickly 
disappear again to the left. We notice the footpath further up the page 
with a servant waiting for Ge and his family. From this point the path 
continues, undisturbed, to Ge's future dwelling.

Ge's dwelling is nestled in a valley in the upper center left of the 
page. Aside from this footpath, no other entrance is visible; alas, it is a 
secluded and singularly accessible dwelling. The mountains surrounding 
the dwelling are also slightly different in character. They are 
characterized by darker plant life and shadows as compared to the 
mountains lower in the painting. The dwelling's proximity to the sky 
[Heaven] suggests that this dwelling in fact represents the closest that 
man may come to enlightenment while still grounded on earth. This 
would also explain why Meng violates one of the six principles of a 
successful painting — namely - having a path with a definite ending 
point. The ending point of the path, the dwelling, or enlightenment, is the 
final destination for man on Earth.

Moving once again to the beginning of the path, we notice the subject 
of the painting, Ge Zhichuan and his family, at the bottom center. Ge 
Zhichuan stands on a bridge looking back, waiting for his wife and child 
on ox-back. Uncharacteristic of paintings of its type where human figures 
are often androgynous or of indistinguishable age, Meng deliberately 
gives his characters identity. Furthermore, by placing Ge's wife and child 
in the painting, Meng suggests that sex and age do not matter on the path 
to enlightenment. One can reach enlightenment regardless of gender or 
age provided that they are on the correct path.

Our eyes easily travel from the bridge to what appears to be a 
servant carrying a package and then slightly upward to another servant 
resting by the river. This character has specifically set down his baggage 
to rest. He sits upright, an implication that his path has not been 
extremely burdensome or tiring. His upright posture suggests also that he 
has plenty of energy and enthusiasm for the path ahead. Following the 
path, we encounter a final unburdened servant waiting for the family at 
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the dwelling. Ge and his family seem notably unencumbered and upright 
compared to the human figures that we observe in many other paintings, 
where heavy loads burden characters as they move across the painted 
scenes.

Why does the disposition of Ge’s family stand in stark contrast to 
other figures of its kind? Is this the literal moving of one's dwelling, or is 
this a metaphorical move toward enlightenment? The location of the 
housing in the upper half of the page, Meng’s singular and vertical path to 
the dwelling, and the knowledge that Ge Zhichuan is a prominent Daoist, 
all suggest that his move is the latter.

Van Briessen tells us that "a close examination of any good Chinese 
painting will reveal an intangible quality which can perhaps be best 
expressed by saying that the painting seems to be knit together by strong 
invisible threads" (130). The final portion of this paper will examine 
Wang Meng’s Ge Zhichuan Moving His Dwelling according to the four key 
principles — Dragon Veins, Host and Guest, Heaven and Earth, and 
Opening and Closing — which van Briessen remarks as critical to the 
composition of a painting.

The first principle that van Briessen describes is the principle of 
"Dragon Veins." This term is used to describe "those invisible threads or 
connectives which are woven in an ingenious and complex system across 
a painting" (130). Dragon Veins give life to the painting. In the case of Ge 
Zhichuan, the Dragon Veins emerge from the mountains themselves. They 
can be seen in the darkest areas of ink on the page. One notices the dark 
ink on the character of Ge Zhichuan. This color is echoed in the vertical 
lines of the waterfall just above the human character and again in the 
dark foliage on the center mountain. These dark areas stretch the eye 
from the bottom of the painting to its top, seamlessly connecting each 
section to another.

The second principle van Briessen describes is that of "Host and 
Guest." In this principle, "two parts of a picture are set in a relationship 
with each other" (130) which represent the "giving and the taking, the 
passive and the aggressive, and form a unit which is then set against 
another part of the painting in a further host-guest relationship" (130). 
Because of the cluttered nature of Meng’s painting, the Host and Guest 
principle is not accessible upon first acquaintance. Rather, we must look 
very closely to see how it plays a part in the painting. Van Briessen 
suggests that the principle can most easily be studied by looking at 
groups of objects. Using trees as an example van Briessen tells us that the 
Host tree will generally be "bent, with spread branches” (131), like a host 
creating space for his guest. The Guest tree is then in contrast with the 
host by standing "slim and straight” (131). Looking at unlike groupings, 
one immediately notices the contrast between the horizontal cliffs at the

13



center left of the painting (representing the Host) and the completely 
vertical and smooth nature of the waterfall that represent the Guest. This 
micro-relationship forms another Host and Guest relationship as seen in 
the cliffs that extend up and to the right while the waterfall continues to 
act as the Guest, drawing our eyes vertically. After our eyes have reached 
the origin of the waterfall, we once again see a Host and Guest 
relationship in the valley in which Ge’s dwelling is located. Here, the dark 
foliage of trees creates a "V” shape in which the lighter and more pastel 
colored dwellings, as the guest, reside.

The next principle. Heaven and Earth, deals with the vertical balance 
of the painting. The principle of Heaven and Earth includes the "binding 
together of all that is anchored to the earth and all that floats free of it” 
(132). Binding the vertical elements of a painting relies heavily on the use 
of the Dragon Veins, which were discussed earlier. The Dragon Veins 
connect the top and bottom portions of the painting. Furthermore, the 
very nature of Dragon Veins as subtly bringing the painting to life, 
embody that which binds together all that is anchored to the earth and all 
that floats free of it. The Dragon Veins are both a part of the physical 
painting and float free of it as well.

The last principle of composition, "Opening and Closing,” was 
mentioned earlier in the discussion of the lower portion of the painting. 
However, the true nature of the principle is to connect the painting as a 
whole work. In this particular painting, the principle of Opening and 
Closing is identical with that of Host and Guest. No further discussion of 
Opening and Closing is needed.

Through the use of meticulous detail, fastidious texture, and extreme 
number of brush strokes, Wang Meng created not only a masterwork of 
art, but a masterwork of philosophy. He cleverly juxtaposes pairs of 
opposites to create a living sense of balance not just to his work, but to 
express the importance of this equilibrium in life as well. When this 
balance is achieved, one is able to move his dwelling, in fact, move his life, 
unburdened toward enlightenment. He moves his dwelling to one that is 
as close to heaven as possible while remaining grounded here on earth - 
a truly Daoist subject for a truly Daoist painter.
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Reflections on Xenophon's Two Accounts 
of Socrates’ Last Days

Clint Condra

Xenophon offers us accounts of Socrates’ last days both in his 
Apology of Socrates to the Jury and in Book IV, chapter 8 of his 
Memorabilia. What are we to make of this? That this eminent student of 
Socrates’ simply made the mistake of repeating himself we do not 
consider. We assume, rather, that had Xenophon believed a single account 
of his teacher sufficient, he would not have left us two. That the accounts 
are similar yet not identical suggests that Xenophon left something of 
these events and their significance for the careful reader to discern. This, 
indeed, we take to be our task; bearing it in mind, then, let us compare 
and contrast the accounts for ourselves.

We notice, first of all, certain broad similarities between them: each 
commences with a declaration of intentions; each relates a conversation 
between Hermogenes and Socrates that took place during the latter’s last 
days; each conclude with remarks in praise of Socrates.i We find the 
following declaration of intentions in the Apology.

And regarding Socrates, it is in my opinion also worth 
recalling how, when he was summoned to court, he 
deliberated about his defense and the end of his life. Now 
about this others too have written, and all touched on his 
boastful manner of speaking — a fact which shows that 
Socrates really did speak in that way. But they did not 
make quite clear that he already believed death to be 
preferable to life for himself, so that his boastful speech 
appears to be rather imprudent. (1]

Xenophon means here to disabuse readers of the notion that Socrates 
spoke imprudently at his trial — which notion, we gather, Xenophon 
believes to follow from the assumption that Socrates would have 
preferred life to death. In light of this, we may understand the Apology, at 
least in part, as Xenophon’s attempt to vindicate Socrates’ prudence by 
relating how and why Socrates had in fact come to believe death "to be 
preferable to life for himself." Following this declaration of intentions, 
the Apology continues with Xenophon’s relation of Hermogenes’ 
conversation with Socrates. Before we turn our attention to this, though, 
let us consider the intentions Xenophon declares in his Memorabilia.

Here it is not Socrates’ prudence but rather his piety that Xenophon 
intends to vindicate: "And if someone thinks that he was proven to be 
lying about the divine thing . .. since he was condemned to death by the
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jurors although he claimed that the divine thing . . . signified to him 
beforehand what he should and should not do” (1), Xenophon declares, 
that person should consider certain facts in light of which condemnation 
and death appear to have been the best outcomes available to Socrates. 
For one, "he was already at the time [of his trial] so far advanced in age 
that his life would have ended not much later, even if not then;" 
moreover, by dying when he did and as he did, Socrates "left behind the 
part of life that is most burdensome" and "in place of this . . . acquired 
additional fame by displaying the strength of his soul” [1]. This strength 
of soul Socrates displayed in two ways — "both by stating his case most 
truthfully, most freely, and most justly of all human beings,” which 
Xenophon relates in his Apology, and "by bearing his condemnation to 
death most gently and most courageously” (1). It is with the latter subject 
that the Memorabilia continues.

Specifically, Xenophon offers Socrates’ behavior during the thirty- 
day interval between the latter’s condemnation and his death as evidence 
"that no human being within memory has borne death more nobly.” For,

during this time [Socrates] was visible to all his 
acquaintances living in no way other than during the 
previous time. And yet previously, of all human beings, he 
was most admired for living in good spirits and 
contentedly. (2)

Xenophon next constructs a sort of chain of causation out of a series of 
rhetorical question marks, which we here paraphrase: because Socrates 
died a death most noble, he therefore died a death most happy; because 
he died a death most happy, he therefore died a death most dear to the 
gods. Now although Xenophon does not indicate how this might pertain 
to the matter of whether or not Socrates was lying about "the divine 
thing,” we have reason to take what Xenophon says here as evidence that 
Socrates was telling the truth: if Socrates had fabricated "the divine thing” 
in the hope that such a defense would help him secure his own acquittal, 
then during these thirty days we should have seen him either skip town, 
or else continue to plead his case. At the very least we should not have 
expected to see him "living in good spirits and contentedly.”

Having now surveyed some of what precedes Xenophon’s relation of 
Hermogenes’ conversation with Socrates in each account, we may go on 
to consider with regard to Xenophon’s declared intentions, how he 
relates this conversation in each account. According to the Apology,

Hermogenes, the son of Hipponicus,. . . was a comrade of 
[Socrates’] and reported about him such things as make it 
clear that his boastful speech fitted his purpose. For upon
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seeing Socrates conversing about everything rather than 
about the trial, this man said that he said: ‘Shouldn't you 
consider, Socrates, what you will say in your defense?
(2-3)

In the Memorabilia Xenophon writes,
1 shall tell also what I heard about [Socrates] from 
Hermogenes the son of Hipponicus. For he said that after 
Meletus had already entered the charge against him and 
he himself heard him conversing about everything other 
than the trial, he said to him that he should be examining 
what his defense would be. (4)

In both accounts Socrates responds to this by asking whether or not 
it seems to Hermogenes that he, Socrates, has spent his whole life doing 
just this. Again, in both accounts Hermogenes responds in turn by asking 
how this is so.

What happens next is of much interest. In the Apology Socrates 
answers Hermogenes by saying, "I have gone through life doing nothing 
unjust" (3). In the Memorabilia Socrates gives Hermogenes a fuller 
answer: "he said,” Xenophon relates, "that he had continuously done 
nothing other than thoroughly examine what the just and the unjust 
things are, while doing the just and refraining from the unjust” (4). What 
might the difference between these two answers here given by Socrates 
have to do with the different intentions declared by Xenophon in each 
account? We recall that Xenophon intends in his Apology to vindicate 
Socrates’ prudence — to show, that is, that Socrates’ "boastful speech 
fitted his purpose." Why in the Apology, then, might Socrates not have 
told Hermogenes that, in addition to having "gone through life doing 
nothing unjust," "he had continuously done nothing other than 
thoroughly examine what the just and the unjust things are?" The charges 
brought against Socrates as cited in the Apology — "that he did not 
believe in the gods in whom the city believes but brought in other strange 
daimonia and [that he] corrupted the young" (10) — may shed some light 
on this. Namely, perhaps Socrates in the Apology had the prudence not to 
mention his examination of what the just and unjust things are^: after all, 
as far as the Athenians are concerned, if the gods in whom they believe 
have told them what the just and the unjust things are, then for someone 
to examine these things for himself must be seen as superfluous at best — 
and may well be seen as evidence of impiety. Then again, if venerated 
human lawgivers — the likes of Solon, for instance — have bequeathed 
unto the present generation a time-honored account of what the just and
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the unjust things are, then for Socrates to encourage his followers to 
examine these things may well be seen as corrupting the young.

We continue by comparing what comes next in the conversation of 
Hermogenes with Socrates in each account. The Apology reads:

"Don't you see," Hermogenes tells Socrates, "that the 
Athenian juries, when annoyed by a speech, often killed 
those who did nothing unjust, and often acquitted those 
who acted unjustly but whose speech moved them to pity 
or who spoke agreeably?” Socrates said: "Yes, certainly, 
by Zeus, and twice already I tried to consider my defense, 
but the daimonion opposes me.” [4)

In the Memorabilia Xenophon relates this exchange as follows:

And once again, [Hermogenes] himself said, "Don't you 
see, Socrates, that the Athenian jurors, when annoyed by 
speech, have already put to death many who committed 
no injustice and released many who did commit 
injustice?” "But, by Zeus, Hermogenes,” [Socrates] said, "I 
have already attempted to worry about my defense to the 
jurors, but the divine thing [daimonion) opposed it.” [5]

In the Apology Hermogenes explains how those who have acted unjustly 
have managed to get themselves acquitted — namely, by speaking 
agreeably or else in such a manner as moved juries to pity. Also in the 
Apology, Socrates clearly indicates to Hermogenes his awareness of this 
fact about Athenian juries. In the Memorabilia, however, Hermogenes 
does not say how those who have committed injustice have managed to 
get released, nor does Socrates affirm that he already knows what 
Hermogenes has just told him about Athenian juries. It seems to me that 
Xenophon's declared intention to defend Socrates' prudence in the 
Apology goes some way in accounting for these differences. Those who 
had acted unjustly yet managed to secure their own acquittal, secured it 
thanks to their prudence: they intended to secure their own acquittal, and 
they took such actions as brought to pass what they had intended. Now 
we have seen that Socrates, too, evidently knows of the susceptibility of 
juries to manipulation. Socrates, in other words, surely could speak 
agreeably or in such a way as moved the jurymen to pity, had he intended 
to secure his own acquittal. What we learn here, though, is that Socrates 
did not so intend. We learn, indeed, not only that Socrates did not 
consider his defense, but why he would not: "the daimonion opposed it.”

Both of Xenophon's accounts continue with Hermogenes, for his part, 
telling Socrates that he says amazing things, and Socrates, for his, 
explaining that the gods have good reason to oppose his consideration of
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a defense speech. First, says Socrates, none has lived a better life than he; 
second, his friends and associates recognize this fact about him; third, 
were he to live longer he would surely have, as he puts it, "to pay the dues 
of old age” — that is, to suffer mental and physical decline. Now although 
Socrates makes these same three points in both of Xenophon's accounts, 
we should notice that in the Memorabilia he makes them at greater length 
and in a more philosophical manner. In the Apology, for instance, Socrates 
states the first two of his three points as follows:

Don’t you know that up to this time 1 never conceded to 
anyone that he had lived better than 1? For — a thing 
which is very pleasant — 1 knew that 1 had lived my whole 
life piously and justly, so that, while greatly admiring 
myself, I found that my associates recognized the same 
things about me. (5)

In the Memorabilia, by contrast, Socrates includes in the first of his points 
a general claim regarding the relationship between the good and the 
pleasant: "For 1 think that those live best who best attend to becoming as 
good as possible, and that those live most pleasantly who perceive that 
they are becoming better" (6]. As for his second point, Socrates in the 
Apology merely mentions that his "associates recognized the same things” 
about him, whereas in the Memorabilia he also asserts that it is because 
his associates recognized the benefits they could attain by being in his 
company that they sought and kept it: it is not, says Socrates,

because they love me [for those who love the others could 
also make the same judgment about their own friends), 
but for the very reason that they think that by being in my 
company they themselves, too, would become best. (7)

With respect to his third point, finally, Socrates says in the Apology that

if my age will advance further, I know that it will be 
necessary to pay the dues of old age, to see and hear less 
well and to learn with more difficulty and to be more 
forgetful of what 1 have learned. And if 1 perceive that 1 am 
becoming worse and 1 find fault with myself, how ... could 
1 still live pleasantly? (6)

In the Memorabilia Socrates says this much, but pronounces also that "for 
one who did perceive” that he was becoming worse at things at which he 
formerly was better, "life would not be worth living" (8).

It seems to me that the differences here, like those we have seen 
before, follow from the differences between Xenophon’s declared 
intentions: what Socrates omits here in the Apology reflects Xenophon’s
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declared intention to vindicate Socrates’ prudence. How, though, do 
Socrates’ fuller answers in the Memorabilia reflect the intentions 
Xenophon declares in that account? Recall that earlier Socrates told 
Hermogenes that he had "gone through life doing nothing unjust," 
whereas in the Memorabilia he told him that "he had continuously done 
nothing other than thoroughly examine what the just and the unjust 
things are, while doing the just and refraining from the unjust.” The 
thorough examination of what the just and the unjust things are pertains, 
I say, to the virtue of philosophical human being, and it is as a virtuous 
philosophical human being that Xenophon intends to present Socrates in 
the Memorabilia. This interpretation also explains Xenophon’s inclusion 
in the Memorabilia of Socrates’ fuller, more philosophical statements 
regarding why the gods were right to oppose the consideration of a 
defense speech: it is as a philosophical human being that Socrates has 
determined that "those live most pleasantly who most perceive that they 
are becoming better." It is, moreover, Socrates the philosophical human 
being who asserts that the life of anyone who fails to perceive that he is 
becoming worse at things at which he formerly was better is not a life 
worth living.

We have established that Xenophon intends in his Apology and 
Memorabilia to vindicate Socrates’ prudence and his piety, respectively. 
Consider how Socrates defends himself against the charge that "he did 
not believe in the gods in whom the city believes but brought in other 
strange daimonia" {Apology, 10]. He cites, first, his performance of public 
sacrifices as evidence of his belief in the city’s gods. Whether this 
amounts to a sufficient defense, though, is not clear — one might object, 
for instance, that a man could perform public sacrifices that felt no true 
piety in his heart. Next, in addressing the notion that he had "brought in 
strange daimonia,” Socrates claims that there is nothing strange about his 
"saying that a sound from a god manifests itself’ to him, "indicating what 
ought to be done” (12); birds, oracles, and thunderclaps he offers as 
familiar examples of sounds and sights understood to have divine 
significance. He goes on:

But doubtless both that the god knows what will be and 
that he forewarns whom he wishes — with respect to this 
too all say and believe just as I say. Yet, whereas others 
name what forewarns them 'birds’ and ‘sayings,’ and 
'signs’ and prophets,’ I call this a 'daimonion’ and I think 
that in naming it thus I speak both more truthfully and 
more piously than those who attribute to the birds the 
power of the gods. (13)
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1 say that Socrates’ prudence partially explains his speech here. 
Though he does not name any of the city's gods as the source of the sound 
that manifests itself to him, Socrates emphasizes in his speech the 
familiarity of his practice of receiving and interpreting sounds as omens. 
He does not assert himself to be a pious believer in the city’s gods, but he 
certainly defends his piety — he seems, in fact, to claim a higher piety 
"than those who attribute to the birds the power of the gods.”

In order fully to account for the things Socrates says here, we must 
also bring considerations of his piety to bear upon them. We know, for a 
start, that according to Xenophon, "the divine thing signified to [Socrates] 
beforehand what he should and should not do." In particular, we know 
that Socrates submitted to the divine thing’s opposition to the 
consideration of a defense speech. But of what exactly does such a 
submission consist for Socrates? A few lines later, upon declaring to the 
jurymen what Apollo had told Chaerephon about him, he responds to 
their clamor thusly: "Nevertheless, do not rashly believe the god even in 
these things, but examine one by one the things the god said” (15). From 
this we might infer something of an answer to our question. Namely, 
Socrates’ submission to a divine pronouncement is either confirmed by, 
or else comes only after, an inquiry into the truth of that pronouncement. 
In this case, Apollo had pronounced to Chaerophon that "no human being 
was more free, more just, or more moderate” (14) than Socrates. Here in 
his trial Socrates, having thoroughly examined the pronouncement, offers 
the jurymen several carefully-considered reasons why he accepts it.

All this leads us to a more basic question. We have just seen Socrates 
affirm the truth of a pronouncement of Apollo’s; yet, we have also seen 
that Socrates does not call the sound that manifests itself to him by any 
other name than "the daimonion,” "the divine thing,” or else, as in the 
following instance, by the even more vague designation "the gods.” Can 
we make any sense of Socrates’ piety? We might begin by asking why 
Socrates listens to and trusts the daimonion. How does he know that it 
does not intend to do him harm? Consider what Socrates says to 
Hermogenes here:

And the gods were correctly opposing the consideration of 
my defense speech ... at that time when it seemed that we 
must seek the means of acquittal in every way. For it is 
clear that, had I accomplished this, instead of presently 
ending my life, I would have arranged to end it while 
being pained by sicknesses or by old age, where all the 
difficult and cheerless things converge. (8)

At first, we gather, it had seemed to Socrates that "we” — Socrates 
and the daimonion, perhaps? — "must seek the means of acquittal in

21



every way." Then, though, the daimonion indicated to Socrates its 
opposition to this — at which time Socrates undertook to figure out the 
reasons for this opposition, and since which time he has amassed many 
reasons why "the gods were correctly opposing the consideration of [his] 
defense speech." By examining the pronouncement of the daimonion for 
himself, in accordance with his understanding of piety as something other 
than mere "rash belief," Socrates determined that the god meant well. He 
determined, in a word, that the daimonion was a providential one to be 
listened to and trusted whether or not it could be identified.^

Now this hardly solves the mystery of Socrates' piety; nor could we 
aspire so to solve it in our concluding remarks. It seems to me, though, 
that by making a distinction between kinds of piety — between, that is, a 
higher, philosophical kind and a lower, conventional one, as I call them — 
something about Xenophon’s intentions becomes at least a little clearer. 
We have seen, on one hand, that Xenophon intends in his Memorabilia to 
vindicate Socrates’ piety; on the other hand, we have seen in the Apology 
that rather than asserting that he believes in the gods in whom the city 
believes, Socrates attempts to show how his daimonion communicates 
things to him in much the same way that the gods communicate things to 
others through certain sounds and sights. We have also seen Socrates in 
the Apology distinguish between piety and mere rash belief and claim a 
higher piety for himself than those could claim who "attribute to the birds 
the power of the gods." Rash belief and the reading of divine signs into 
the movements and cries of birds we suppose to belong to conventional 
piety. Precisely what Xenophon intends to show in his Memorabilia, 1 
contend, is that Socrates’ philosophical piety lies at the core of his virtue 
as a philosophical being;"* the whole of Socrates’ philosophical activity 
stems from a pious impulse.

It should not surprise us that the philosophical piety we attribute to 
Socrates is not necessarily compatible with conventional piety — 
Socrates is on trial for his life here, after all. What Socrates has to say in 
the Apology about his own piety does suggest, though, that he intended to 
present himself, his piety, and the philosophical activity inspired by his 
piety as at least compatible with convention. As Xenophon explains.

On the one hand, Socrates at that time made it his goal 
above all else to appear neither impious as regards gods 
nor unjust as regards human beings; and, on the other 
hand, that he did not think that he ought to hold out 
against dying but believed that it was even an opportune 
moment for him to die then. (22-3]

We recall that Xenophon means to show in the Apology how Socrates’ 
"boastful speech fitted his purpose." Here, Xenophon seems to state that 
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purpose explicitly. Though he had been charged with not believing in the 
gods of the city and with corrupting the youth of the city, Socrates made it 
his purpose to appear pious qua pious as regards gods and just qua just 
as regards human beings. In light of the verdict we may ask whether 
Socrates failed so to appear or whether the jurymen convicted him 
despite his so appearing.

The second of these possibilities seems to me both more plausible 
and more interesting — more plausible, because Socrates does make 
himself appear neither impious as regards gods nor unjust as regards 
human beings; more interesting, in that the second case leads us to raise 
a question of utmost importance. It is a question that, I gather, Xenophon 
intended to raise in the mind of the careful reader: Can philosophy and 
convention be reconciled? Consider Socrates' self-defense against the 
charge of corrupting the young. Asserting that all the men present "know 
what corruptions of the young are,” Socrates asks Meletus outright 
whether he can name anyone who, under Socrates' influence, "has gone 
from piety to impiety, or from moderation to insolence, or from 
temperate living to extravagance, or . . . who has yielded to another base 
pleasure” (19). The exchange goes on:

"But by Zeus,” declared Meletus, "I know those whom you 
have persuaded to obey rather than their parents!”/ "As 
regards education, at least,"' [Hermogenes said that] 
Socrates declared, "I admit it. For they know that this has 
been an object of care to me. But as regards health, human 
beings obey doctors rather than their parents. And 
doubtless in the assemblies, at least, all the Athenians 
obey those who speak most sensibly rather than their 
relatives. In fact, don't you elect as generals whomever 
you believe to be most sensible in matters of war, in 
preference to both fathers and brothers — by Zeus, even 
in preference to yourselves?”/ "For this way, Socrates,”
[he said that] Meletus declared, "is both advantageous and 
customary.” (20)

Here we have it: As advantageous as it may be for human beings to 
entrust their education to those for whom education has been an object of 
great care, the fact remains that among Athenians, education is 
conventionally understood to be the prerogative of parents. If we may 
take the sentiment here expressed by Meletus to represent the general 
sentiment of the Athenian jurymen, then we may conclude that Socrates 
aroused against himself the full force of a certain visceral attachment to 
custom, the likes of which one finds in all conservative societies.^ Indeed, 
it has not been made clear that Socrates' philosophical activity posed no
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threat to customary Athenian piety and educational practice; thus, we 
cannot simply say that the force of custom ought to yield to philosophical 
activity. We ought, instead, to take away from our brief investigations 
here an appreciation of the problem at hand: custom and philosophy are 
both good things, but how might we reap the benefits of the one without 
giving up those of the other?

Endnotes

1. We have largely confined our considerations to the first two of these three broad 
similarities.

2. Or else, at least, Xenophon had Socrates omit mention of it, in accordance with his 
intention to vindicate Socrates’ prudence.

3. That Socrates calls the sound by no single specific name suggests to me that he 
simply cannot name it—and that he refers to it obliquely out of a certain pious 
agnosticism: "Something divine speaks to me, 1 know not what," Socrates might think to 
himself.

4. Indeed, in the remarks in praise of Socrates with which the Memorabilia concludes, 
Xenophon lists Socrates’ piety first in a list of seven of Socrates’ virtues [1 !)•

5. By "all conservative societies" I suppose I mean all societies that, unlike our own, 
emphasize the upholding of ancestral ways over that willingness to adapt to change 
without which the realization of a theoretically better future would not be possible. Two 
familiar cases come to mind, both from the American musical theater: Harold Hill 
ingratiates himself with the stubborn lowans by posing as a defender things old-fashioned 
against things newfangled; Tevye chooses to disown his daughter rather than accept her 
marriage to a Gentile.
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What Nature Contributes to Character
Natalie Plowman

7 walk: I prefer walking."

—Anne Elliot

In both Persuasion and Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen draws a clear 
distinction between the roles of nature and the roles of society in an 
individual’s personal life. Austen implies that positive influences on the 
characters occur in nature, while stifling and oppressive influences occur 
within the confines of society. What is it that each of these environments 
(nature and society) signify, and how do they each sway the decisions and 
define the characters of the two novels’ heroines?

In both novels, the act of walking is highly significant. In Pride and 
Prejudice, Elizabeth is distinguished from other characters by her affinity 
for walking. In one of the first instances that the reader is acquainted with 
Elizabeth’s love for walking, Darcy begins to see Elizabeth in a different 
light. When Elizabeth arrives at Netherfield, having walked three miles to 
get there, Mr. Darcy is "divided between admiration of the brilliancy 
which exercise had given to her complexion, and doubt as to the 
occasion’s justifying her coming so far alone" [Pride, 22). Here the reader 
can detect not only Darcy’s growing esteem for Elizabeth, but also his 
concern for her well-being. Walking seems to differentiate Elizabeth from 
the rest of her family, who are perceived as ridiculous by Darcy, and from 
the rest of her peers. This singularity of character seems to draw Darcy to 
her.

Walking in Pride and Prejudice also draws Elizabeth and Darcy closer 
together in a more intimate way. While at Rosings, Elizabeth continues to 
enjoy her walks outside. However:

more than once did Elizabeth, in her ramble within the 
park, unexpectedly meet Mr. Darcy. She felt all the 
perverseness of the mischance that should bring him 
where no one else was brought, and, to prevent its ever 
happening again, took care to inform him at first that it 
was a favorite haunt of hers. How it could occur a second 
time, therefore, was very odd! Yet it did, and even a third.
[Pride, 127)

While Elizabeth does not yet fully grasp Darcy’s motive for wanting to be 
with her, these walks are important in driving the novel’s plot. The reader 
witnesses Darcy’s attempt to get closer to Elizabeth as seen by the fact

25



that Darcy clearly knows where he might find Elizabeth, and makes an 
obvious effort to join her there.

Elizabeth is on a walk when Darcy gives her the letter containing the 
contents that mark the turning point of the novel. It is while Elizabeth is 
outside walking that she is exposed to Darcy's true character. Elizabeth 
sees Darcy as he truly is while she is reading the contents of his letter, 
both delivered and read outside. One of the most crucial moments of the 
novel, Elizabeth's realization of who Darcy is, happens in a natural 
setting. Austen is clearly making a statement that one's true character is 
revealed when in a natural, uninhibited, unrestrictive setting, far 
removed from the pressures of society.

Another key scene in the novel in which Elizabeth is walking, is 
where she encounters Darcy at Pemberley. As the two of them (in 
addition to the Gardiners] are walking along the Pemberley grounds, "Mr. 
Darcy took [Mrs. Gardiner's] place by her niece, and they walked on 
together ... they now walked on in silence, each of them deep in thought. 
Elizabeth was not comfortable; that was impossible; but she was flattered 
and pleased” [Pride, 175], Elizabeth realizes here that Darcy still wants 
her to be acquainted with his sister. She begins to wonder at his civility 
and his intentions with regard to the introduction of someone so dear to 
him. Here the reader sees that there is still a spark of hope for a romantic 
union between the two of them. Perhaps a reason that the two are 
reunited outdoors and through a walk on the grounds of Pemberley is to 
draw the distinction between the influences of being outside in a neutral 
and less hostile environment as compared with the confinement of the 
indoors and society. This walk outside also allows Elizabeth to associate 
Darcy's character with his property. Darcy's land is beautiful, spacious 
(generous], and Elizabeth "longed to explore its windings” (173]. Here, 
Elizabeth begins to see Darcy's character through his land. Elizabeth sees 
the beauty and generosity of both Pemberley and Darcy's character. Her 
longing to explore more in this passage refers not only to Pemberley itself 
and the walks outside, but also to Elizabeth's longing to explore more of 
Darcy's character.

In each of these walking scenes in Pride and Prejudice, essential steps 
are taken for Elizabeth and Darcy to unite. Darcy sees Elizabeth's beauty 
through her love of walking; Elizabeth is introduced to Darcy's genuine 
character; and the two of them are able to make silent amends while 
walking on his property. These scenes reveal that there is something 
meditative and reflective about walking, and it is the characters who most 
love walking outside that are more self-aware because of this very ability 
to reflect quietly, unrestrained by the noises of society. This self- 
awareness is what allows them to perceive other characters in the novel
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accurately, as seen in the fact that both Elizabeth and Darcy can see one 
another’s character more clearly in nature.

Waking is portrayed with equal significance in Austen’s novel 
Persuasion. The protagonist, Anne, is another character who seems to 
revel in walking in the outdoors. In Persuasion, too, it is outdoors that the 
critical moments of the novel take place. The first walking scene depicts 
the Musgroves walking with Anne and Wentworth. On this walk, 
Wentworth learns from Louisa that Anne had refused another man in his 
absence: a significant element in sparking hope in Wentworth that 
perhaps Anne can be won over again. Anne herself is also privy to this 
conversation between Louisa and Wentworth; and, therefore, is also 
aware that Wentworth now has intimate knowledge of her love life 
during his absence. Anne "saw how her own character was considered by 
Captain Wentworth, and there had been just that degree of feeling and 
curiosity about her in his manner which must give her extreme agitation" 
[Persuasion, 1088). Again, when two individuals are walking outside, 
there seem to be revelations about the true characters that society seems 
to obscure. It is as if being outdoors allows Anne and Wentworth to 
unmask the facades that society implements so that true character 
studies may take place.

While Anne is walking with her party outside at Lyme, both Mr. Elliot 
and Wentworth [as a product of Mr. Elliot’s attention) notice Anne 
looking "remarkably well; her very regular, very pretty features, having 
the bloom and freshness of youth restored by the fine wind which had 
been blowing on her complexion" [Persuasion, 1096). This walk 
introduces Mr. Elliot. Because of Elliot’s attentions toward Anne, 
Wentworth also notices her. The walk illuminates to Wentworth Anne’s 
true beauty, a beauty that he presumed had altered. This walk also seems 
instrumental in restoring some confidence in Anne’s character. This is the 
first time that both the reader and Anne are able to witness Wentworth 
really noticing Anne again. This encounter produces confidence in Anne, 
who had previously been so reserved and shy. This confidence adds to 
her attractive countenance; being outdoors, Anne is ‘restored’ by nature. 
Thus, nature here seems to have a healing ability.

Also in Lyme, on the walk during which Louisa is injured, Anne’s 
strength of character is highlighted. Louisa’s immaturity and unchecked 
spontaneity reveals to Wentworth her undesirable qualities. The incident 
only seems to strengthen his opinion of Anne. Anne is quick to jump to 
action when Louisa is injured, and she becomes a leader during the 
upsetting event. Wentworth acknowledges that there is "no one so 
proper, so capable as Anne" to care for Louisa [Persuasion, 1101). The 
reader, in addition to Anne herself, is able to see Wentworth’s high 
esteem for, and even dependence upon, Anne in this situation. The
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unfortunate events of the walk give Anne more of the confidence that she 
needs to emerge from her meek and melancholy shell, and this gives 
Wentworth another glimpse of the strength of Anne’s character. These 
walks outside seem instrumental in revealing more of Anne to 
Wentworth, and in restoring Anne’s youth and vitality. These components 
are necessary for Wentworth to be able to renew his sentiments for Anne.

The walk at the end of the novel allows Anne and Wentworth to 
finally discuss the events of the past eight and a half years and they 
ultimately become engaged. Until this point, communication between the 
two has been fraught with complications. Anne never seems to be able to 
speak to Wentworth in public. Whether this fact is owing to the 
restrictive societal expectations of manners or her reserved personality is 
difficult to determine. Each time the two have a conversation it seems 
incomplete and uncomfortable. When the two are walking outside at the 
close of the novel, the "quiet and retired gravel walk" gave way to a 
"power of conversation [that] would make the present hour a blessing 
indeed” (1168]. It seems that Anne and Wentworth are only able to have 
an unrestricted and open conversation when they are walking together 
outside and removed from society. As they walk, they are "heedless of 
every group around them” (1168). Over the course of the entire novel 
Anne and Wentworth have clearly needed to discuss their past in order to 
move on to the future. However, it is only when they are outside walking 
together that they are able to clear away misconceptions and verbally 
renew their affections for one another. It seems that a barrier is removed 
once they are outdoors. This alludes to Austen’s notion that there are 
restrictions on communication in society, and that two people can only 
speak honestly and openly when they are outside and removed from 
these constraints.

The descriptions of landscape, in addition to the walks outside, seem 
to coincide with the internal experience of the characters. In Pride and 
Prejudice, the description of Pemberley is sensual, tranquil and full of 
vitality. They "entered a beautiful walk by the side of the water, and every 
step was bringing forward a nobler fall of ground, or a finer reach of the 
woods to which they were approaching” (Pr/c/e, 173). The words ‘nobler’ 
and ‘finer’ as applied to Darcy’s land seem to have double meaning: not 
only is the land noble and fine, but so is Darcy himself, which Elizabeth 
can now see all the more clearly.

Though Pride and Prejudice does not seem to contain as much 
figurative language as Persuasion, there are moments at Pemberley where 
the figurative language seems quite direct. Austen describes the walking 
party as they
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ascended some of the higher grounds; whence, in spots 
where the opening of the trees gave the eye power to 
wander, were many charming views of the valley, the 
opposite hills, with the long range of woods 
overspreading many, and occasionally part of the stream.
{Pride,173)

Immediately following this description, Mr. Darcy himself appears upon 
the scene. It seems significant that the group is "ascends” to a spot where 
the opening of trees allows a clearer view of the estate. Elizabeth 
expresses that she wishes she could explore the land more. Immediately 
after she says this, Darcy appears. Austen seems to be connecting the eye
opening view of the landscape with Elizabeth’s eye-opening tour of Mr. 
Darcy (revealed through his property). The life and vitality of the hills 
and stream seem to be connected with a sort of rebirth of Elizabeth's 
character. She is shy and restrained in this part of the novel, blushing 
frequently, and this is a new side of Elizabeth for the reader. With the 
assistance of nature (the views and the introspection), the characters 
seem to be able to take the steps that they need in order to view others 
more clearly and fairly. Nature seems to lift the veil that society drapes 
over a person’s eyes, clouding vision and judgment. Outside, Elizabeth 
can see Darcy with clarity.

In Persuasion, the description of Lyme seems intentional, since it 
stands out as the most descriptive passage of nature in the novel. The 
group is in Lyme late in the year with "its old wonders and new 
improvements” {Persuasion, 1091). Additionally, Austen writes about 
Lyme in a way that seems parallel to Anne herself. Austen claims that 
"these places must be visited, and visited again, to make the worth of 
Lyme understood” (1091). Anne, too, is later in her life (as far as social 
expectations regarding marriage are concerned). Anne might still have 
her "old wonders” but also some "new improvements.” Perhaps Anne, 
too, needs to be seen again and again by Wentworth in order to make him 
appreciate the fact that he still loves her, and that she has not altered as 
much as he initially thought. The description of Lyme is in direct contrast 
with that of Bath. Lyme is described as "luxuriant,” "sweet,” "pleasant,” 
"cheerful,” "romantic,” "beautiful,” and "unwearied” {Persuasion, 1096). 
The diction in this passage conveys that Lyme, a place associated with 
nature, has a certain charm about it. Nature also seems to be associated 
with romance, according to this passage. Perhaps that is another reason 
why the couples in the novels seem to connect with one another in the 
outdoors. It is in Lyme, after all, that Wentworth’s sentiments toward 
Anne become more apparent. Lyme is also the place where Anne regains 
"animation of the eye" (1096) and a healthy glow that is attractive to
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Wentworth as well as to Mr. Elliot. Lyme’s natural setting is necessary in 
order to bring Anne back to life, and more into Wentworth’s notice.

In contrast with the scenes that occur outdoors in a natural setting, 
the events that take place indoors seem to be full of misunderstanding 
and oppression. While the characters can be more open and uninhibited 
with one another in a setting of nature, they are under more rigid 
guidelines for how to behave when in the company of others. These 
societal expectations stifle characters from speaking what is honestly on 
their minds. Similarly, these expectations allow for misunderstandings to 
occur and negatively influence the opinions regarding the personalities of 
other characters.

In Pride and Prejudice, the social balls seem to serve as catalysts for 
negative impressions and influences. The first time that Darcy and 
Elizabeth are acquainted, Mr. Darcy’s character is determined within 
minutes by his company. He pleases his company until "his manners gave 
a disgust which turned the tide of his popularity; for he was discovered to 
be proud ... his character was decided. He was the proudest, most 
disagreeable man in the world, and everybody hoped that he would never 
come there again” [Pride, 6). The hyperbole of Mr. Darcy being the most 
disagreeable man in the world seems to underscore the absurdity of the 
situation. Though Mr. Darcy’s manners may not have been what they 
should, to write him off immediately seems extreme. Yet the whole of 
society seems content with their judgment of him, and his character is 
established firmly amongst them without much of any verbal dialogue 
between society and Mr. Darcy. There is also the moment at the ball when 
Mr. Darcy first sees Elizabeth and asserts that Elizabeth is "not handsome 
enough to tempt [him]” [Pride, 7]. Immediately, Elizabeth is left with a 
negative impression of him. Because he is so quick to judge her, she is 
also quick to judge him. There is a certain way that one is expected to act 
at these balls or social gatherings, and because Mr. Darcy is 
uncomfortable in this setting, and does not behave as he should, his 
character is misunderstood. Though Darcy’s personality needs some fine- 
tuning before the novel is over, his character is something constant. It 
seems sirnply to be oppressed in a societal setting where certain 
behaviors are expected of him. Society obscures a person’s true character 
because of the restraints and expectations placed upon him or her.

Again, at the Netherfield ball, Elizabeth and Darcy have a negative 
encounter with each other. Though their dance together has some 
flirtatious moments, the discussion quickly turns sour when Elizabeth 
addresses the subject of Darcy’s character. While Elizabeth attempts to 
keep the conversation light, she misreads Darcy’s responses and upsets 
him. Darcy takes the conversation more seriously and does not accept or 
pick up on Elizabeth’s attempt to lighten the conversation. Elizabeth’s 
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misreading of his character leads to his cold reply, and so they "parted in 
silence; on each side dissatisfied, though not to an equal degree" {Pride, 
67). If the two of them had been able to talk freely and openly, or had 
been able to understand each other better, then perhaps this 
misunderstanding might not have occurred.

In Persuasion, society’s negative affects on Anne are clearly 
illustrated. Bath is synonymous with society, and Anne's general dislike of 
the city ties in with its negative atmosphere. Austen writes.

When Lady Russell not long afterwards, was entering Bath 
on a wet afternoon, and driving through the long course of 
streets from the Old Bridge to Camden Place, amidst the 
dash of other carriages, the heavy rumble of carts and 
drays, the bawling of newspapermen, muffin-men and 
milkmen, and the ceaseless clink of patens, she made no 
complaint . . . Anne did not share these feelings. She 
persisted in a very determined, though very silent 
disinclination for Bath; caught the first dim view of the 
extensive buildings, smoking in the rain, without any wish 
of seeing them better. {Persuasion, 1111)

The diction in this passage highlights the filth, distraction and noise of 
Bath. The 'bawling,' the 'ceaseless clink’ and the 'heavy rumble’ of the city 
do not seem to allow for the openness and solitude that a place like Lyme 
does. There is a sharp contrast between the rain and the smoke, the noise 
of the city and the silence of nature. This passage also draws a distinction 
between Lady Russell (society) and Anne (nature). Here, the reader sees 
Anne’s opposition to the city and the society that it holds. In Bath, she is 
reunited with her father and sister, whose company is undesirable. 
Associated with Bath is also Mr. Elliot, who represents manipulation and 
deceit. Lady Russell, despite looking out for Anne, represents persuasion, 
or dissuasion, another negative impact of society. In Bath, Anne is 
reunited with all of these stifling influences. Though Anne is also able to 
reconnect with Wentworth in Bath, it happens outside of society, within a 
letter and outside on their walk.

When Wentworth cannot seem to speak to Anne because of their 
present company, he writes her a letter instead. In this scene, Anne has 
just remarked to Captain Harville that women "live at home, quiet, 
confined, and [their] feelings prey upon [them]” (1163). Here again we 
see the in-doors and the home are associated with confinement. 
Wentworth’s assertion that he "can listen no longer in silence” (1166) 
implies that he cannot speak within the confines of their present society. 
In order to make his feelings understood, he "must speak to [her] by such 
means as are within [his] reach” (1166). The only way to do so appears to
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be through the written word, as it is isolated from the presence of the 
others. Again, this scene reveals that the characters do not feel that they 
can be themselves in the company of others because such society 
encourages a certain way to behave. Wentworth chooses to do so in the 
seclusion of a letter, the reading of which allows the two characters to 
finally communicate. A person's voice is unable to be heard in society, so 
Anne must be able to find another way to express herself. Austen reveals 
the options of nature and of the written word as means of expressing 
oneself.

Austen reveals that within each of her heroines, Elizabeth and Anne, 
there appears to be an element of nature. Anne is closely associated with 
autumn. Anne does not want to leave Kellynch during the fall because of 
the "influence so sweet and so sad of the autumnal months in the 
country" [Persuasion, 1058). There is a link between the sweetness and 
sadness of Anne and of autumn. Anne is older, and a little bit past the 
prime marrying age, and there is a certain melancholy about her that is 
linked with the passing of seasons into autumn. Anne’s patience and 
sweetness are represented in the month of autumn.

Wentworth has an element of nature within him, too, as a captain. He 
spends a good portion of his time on the sea in unpredictable and 
sometimes harsh climates. This seems to tie into his character as well, 
being unpredictable and sometimes harsh toward Anne. These harsh and 
unpredictable elements of personality relate to the harsh and 
unpredictable qualities of nature. Darcy, too, with his land and property 
at Pemberley, seems to be fairly immersed in nature. Austen 
demonstrates • that each character that enters into a successful 
relationship must be in tune with some element of nature.

Elizabeth’s character seems to be attached to spring and summer and 
the playfulness and liveliness of the two seasons. When she is at 
Pemberley and meets Darcy there, the season seems to be late spring or 
early summer. Her adventurous spirit is connected with travel and being 
outdoors:

‘My dear, dear aunt,’ she rapturously cried, 'what delight! 
what felicity! You give me fresh life and vigor. Adieu to 
disappointment and spleen. What are men to rocks and 
mountains?’ [Pride, 108)

Elizabeth’s statement "what are men to rocks and mountains?" seems to 
indicate the recognition of the insignificance of mankind in comparison 
with nature. Maybe Austen is saying that a hero or heroine must have the 
ability to look past the trivial events that occur within society, and be able 
to realize the smallness of such trifles in comparison with nature.
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There is something of nature in each of our lives, and a lack of 
connection to this natural side, often caused by the haze of society's 
influences and expectations, can prevent a person from seeing or 
behaving what and how he or she should. It seems that Austen highlights 
this notion in her heroines. Elizabeth and Anne are successful in their 
relationships with Wentworth and Darcy due to their relationship with 
nature. It is outside, in the uncluttered environment of nature, that the 
two women can see the characters of Darcy and Wentworth clearly. 
Furthermore, it is outside, in nature, that the two women appear most 
attractive to Darcy and Wentworth. Darcy and Wentworth choose to 
express themselves openly in letters, also a method of communication 
that is removed from society. Nature restores vitality to both Anne (at 
Lyme] and Elizabeth (on her trip with the Gardiners). Being outdoors 
brings health and life to these characters.

What is it exactly about nature that Austen saw as such a positive 
influence on her characters? It is very evident that both Elizabeth and 
Anne are unique because of their relationships with nature. Is it just the 
meditative quality of nature that can allow for introspection that guides 
clarity and earnest behavior? Is it that one must be able to disengage 
from society in order to make decisions that are healthy and right for 
one’s self? Or is there something else, something more powerful, that 
Austen saw in nature and was trying to communicate through her 
heroines?
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No Country for Old Men:
Does Kant’s Categorical Imperative Have Any Place in the 

American Political Ethos?
Jeffrey Allen

1804 was a remarkable year on both the Continent and in the 
Americas. It was a year that saw Thomas Jefferson purchase almost a 
million square miles of the North American continent from recently 
crowned Emperor Napoleon — an area that Meriwether Lewis and 
William Clark set out to explore almost immediately. It was also the year 
that saw the deaths of both Immanuel Kant and Alexander Hamilton, two 
men whose worlds were nearly as different as their fields of labour.

Immanuel Kant (b. 1724) lived in Konigsberg, Prussia during his 
entire life, concerning himself with philosophy, metaphysics, and ethics. 
Alexander Hamilton (b. 1755/57), was born in the Caribbean and moved 
to the colonies in the 1770s, fighting in the American Revolution and 
embarking on a political career thereafter. Hamilton, along with James 
Madison and John Jay, produced a series of articles, now popularly 
termed The Federalist Papers, in support of the United States Constitution 
in 1787 and 1788. These argued for a stronger central government to 
preserve the union between the States, as well as the internal strengths of 
the Constitution as it pertained to governance and the good of the public.i

1804 was also witness to another event — the impending arrival to a 
French aristocratic family of a baby boy, one who would visit America just 
27 years later and write the famous Democracy in America, Alexis de 
Tocqueville (d. 1859).2 He also took up the political life, offering not only 
the aforementioned work, but several others in his lifetime.

These three primary figures — Kant, Hamilton, and Tocqueville — 
are introduced as representatives of the discussion herein. Kant, in his 
Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals, offers the 
'Categorical Imperative,’ an ethical consideration on whether an action 
can be judged to be moral. Regarding the essential elements of this 
Imperative is that it must be based on volition, "not from the purpose 
which is to be attained by it,”^ and that this action, done from duty, must 
have as its sole object a "pure respect’’^ for the law. The test, then, 
according to Kant, is that any maxim "should become a universal law,”5 
and this without condition. Says Kant in his footnotes: "A maxim is the 
subjective principle of volition."^ In other words, a maxim is that which 
one wills to do, and is regarded as moral even if the outcome is 
detrimental to one's own interest. Thus, for Kant, morality can never be 
decided by empirical data; it must exist a priori.
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From this basis, we ought to (pun intended] consider how this 
Categorical Imperative figures into the American experience, if at all. Do 
the founding documents of the United States yield any reliance upon the 
ethical considerations of Kant? Are there incompatibilities between Kant 
and early American political writers?

One area of congruence between Kant and early American 
documents is the self-evidentiary nature of human reason. Part of Kant’s 
argument is based in the fact that men have a general sense of right and 
wrong, even if ignorance and innocence are ultimately barriers to a 
sufficient understanding of morality.^ In Federalist Paper No. 49, Madison 
echoes these ideas by stating that "it is the reason, alone, of the public, 
that ought to control and regulate the government. The passions ought to 
be controlled and regulated by the government.''^ Madison is arguing that 
checks within the separate branches of the government are necessary to 
avoid a legislature that creates laws based on the whims of the populace. 
This seems to approach a Kantian view of morality as external to the 
individual, rather than a view of ethics that is determined by 
contingencies. Madison and Kant part company very quickly, however, in 
light of Federalist Paper No. 50, titled "Periodical Appeals to the People 
Considered.” Kant’s moral imperative concerns itself with timeless, 
universal realities, whereas Madison’s maxim on government is still 
subject to the review of the governed. Thus, the American people can 
alter the form of certain legislation, creating a contingent base for law.

The idea of a contingent moral base for law is found throughout the 
Declaration of Independence. The words "necessary” and "ought” are both 
used twice to describe the actions of the colonies against the abuses of 
the King of Great Britain. "Right” and "rights” are even more significant, 
mentioned fourteen times, serving as a basis for their present actions. But 
these are contingent imperatives (what Kant would call hypothetical], 
rather than categorical, for they are not universal in their application. 
Within the present ethical dilemma, the British colonies are stating their 
grievances against (perceived or real] slights by the British government. 
There is not a universal maxim in this case, especially at a political level 
(though one could perhaps make a case with regard to these "certain 
unalienable Rights ... among these Life ...,” though this argument may be 
rife with contingencies]. The colonists could have chosen a number of 
different methods to address their situation; ultimately, they would 
choose revolution. However, couching their decisions in terms of "ought" 
and "right” does up the ante by making a moral claim. This leads to what 
is perhaps the most significant difference between Kantian philosophy 
and early American political philosophy: the shift from a universal good 
to the public good and ultimately to a private good.
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As was discussed earlier, Kant has developed a system of ethics that 
is based on an external, universal good. Certain elements must be present 
in order to ascertain whether an action is moral, and all of this is geared 
toward a view of the common good. The relationship to the whole can be 
found in Kant’s discussion on the "kingdom of ends," where each member 
is both the giver of universal laws and subject to the same.^ Thus, no one 
would create a society in which they would be at an advantage over 
another, for the same rule would apply to all. What this offers is an 
inherent dignity of the individual, an idea that allows for the necessary 
autonomy of the will to establish moral imperatives.

This autonomy of the individual and subsequent free moral agency of 
the individual (a necessary corollary of reasonjio is an idea echoed in the 
founding documents of the United States. The Declaration of 
Independence puts forth a view of humanity with "certain unalienable 
Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness." 
This is a government designed around the idea that the good of the whole 
is the good of the individual within the corporate body. This can be seen 
in the opening statement of the Declaration, when "it becomes necessary 
for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them 
with another." The colonists believed that their well-being was counter to 
what the British crown desired, and felt that the good of the colonies was 
at odds with the good of the state. The Declaration, the United States 
Constitution, and the writing of Hamilton all attest to the good of the 
national whole, citing "Union," "Justice," "Tranquility," "Welfare," and 
"Liberty,"ii as well as "political safety and happiness."i2

By the time of Tocqueville’s publication of Democracy in America in 
1835, a different sort of "good" was present in the American ethos. 
Interestingly, Tocqueville begins his tome with the poignant remark that 
it was the "equality of social conditions"i3 that was so remarkable during 
his visit. This seems to serve as a testament to the political good of the 
whole, but his reflections on the decentralized character of the country's 
government sheds light on a distinctly American characteristic, that of the 
good of the individual. In comparing township and county, he writes that 
"county and township are founded upon the same idea, namely that each 
man is the best judge of his own interest and the best able to provide for 
his own private needs."!'* Whereas Hamilton and Madison saw in the 
Constitution the establishment of a restrained, orderly republic, 
Tocqueville's exploration of early America seems to yield a democracy 
characterized by the "sovereignty of the people."!^

This present dialogue has offered the opportunity to explore some of 
the basic differences between Kantian ethics and American political 
philosophy. What we may surely say is that both are concerned with 
questions of "ought," and "good," though the later one gets in the 
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American experience, the more these questions privilege the individual 
over the whole. Ethical considerations are not absent in the New World; it 
seems that they are questions that have been reworked for an expanding 
continent. Further discussion would most certainly include an 
examination on duty and freedom, two ideas that run throughout Kant’s 
Metaphysics of Morals and are significant in early American documents.

Not long after Tocqueville left the shores of the American continent, 
railroads would be built, skyscrapers would rise, and the television would 
alter communication forever. The volition of the American people was not 
that of a good will, but of practical will. Here the people would be given 
the greatest degree of autonomy, the moral free agency of the individual 
woven into the national myth, creating not a kingdom of ends, but a 
kingdom of means.

"If it seems useful to you to divert man's intellectual and moral activity upon 
the necessities of physical life and to use it to foster prosperity... if you aim 
to create not heroic virtues but peaceful habits ... if instead of moving 
through a brilliant society, you are satisfied to live in a prosperous one; if, 
finally, in your view, the main objective for a government is not to give the 
whole nation as much strength or glory as possible but to obtain for each of 
the individuals who make it up as much well-being as possible, while 
avoiding as much suffering as one can, then make social conditions equal 
and set up a democratic government"

-Alexis de Tocqueville
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A Selection From:
Intimations of Re-Creation from Recollections of 

Dejection and Joy
NK Cartmell

In 1798, William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge 
published Lyrical Ballads, a collection of poems that, according to the 
preface of the work, differed greatly from all poetry that came before. 
"The pleasure which 1 have proposed to myself to impart," Wordsworth 
wrote in the preface, "is of a kind very different from that which is 
supposed by many persons to be the proper object of poetry" {Preface, 
600).1 This volume birthed the British Romantic movement of poetry, 
causing much controversy at the time. Coleridge remarked upon this in 
his major critical work, the Biographia Literaria:

From [Wordsworth's Preface to Lyrical Ballads], prefixed 
to poems in which it was impossible to deny the presence 
of original genius, however mistaken its direction might 
be deemed, arose the whole long-continued controversy 
[regarding expressive poetry]. {Biographia, 479)

Lyrical Ballads was only one of many examples of their close work 
together, their professional involvement stimulated by their personal 
friendship. Much of their correspondence has been recovered, which 
reveals an ongoing mutual involvement in each other’s art. One of the 
most interesting of these dialogues is found in two poems, Wordsworth’s 
"Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood" 
and Coleridge’s "Dejection: An Ode."

Wordsworth wrote the first stanzas of the poem, which he called 
simply, "Ode," in March 1802, and in late March Wordsworth read his 
new work, "Ode," to Coleridge. In early April 1802, Coleridge composed 
"Dejection" {Selincourt, 464-5). "Two years at least passed between the 
writing of the four first stanzas and the remaining part," Wordsworth 
revealed in his notes {Fenwick Notes, 61); he reworked his poem in late 
February or early March of 1804, resulting in "Ode: Intimations of 
Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood." The similar subject 
matter, similar lines, and compositional timeline all indicate that these 
two poems are in direct dialogue with each other. Wordsworth wrote the 
"Ode" and read it to Coleridge. Coleridge wrote "Dejection" as a response 
to Wordsworth’s poem, giving his views on the same subject. 
Wordsworth, upon reading "Dejection," felt Coleridge had misinterpreted

39



his "Ode" and so wrote "Intimations," reworking some of the extant text 
of the "Ode" and adding seven additional stanzas.

The undeniable connection between the two poems makes them 
valuable to study in tandem. These two central figures of British 
Romanticism, in this unaffected conversation, reveal foundational 
philosophies of the movement. A close scrutiny of these two monumental 
works will reveal at least a part of this philosophy. Pursuing the 
connection between the poems will divulge themes the two poets share, 
and will direct the reader in a better understanding of their works as a 
whole.

In addition to producing artistic work, both poets also wrote 
critically about the art of poetry; their major prose works, Wordsworth’s 
Preface to Lyrical Ballads and Coleridge's Biographia Literaria, will inform 
the reading of their poetry. Despite some minor differences of opinion 
between the two poets, their critical writings are largely complementary. 
It is appropriate to apply Coleridge's theory to Wordsworth's poetry, and 
vice versa; doing so only deepens the understanding of the Romantic 
movement as a whole, and the connection in particular between these 
two poems. A third poet, Percy Bysshe Shelley, will also be appealed to in 
his critical capacity. Heavily influenced by Wordsworth’s poetry, Shelley's 
insights into Romanticism are eloquently pertinent. His critical work, A 
Defence of Poetry, can only serve to illuminate the works of his 
precursors.

This essay, one of several parts, will explore Coleridge's "Dejection." 
As it is a selection from a larger whole, which also covers Wordsworth's 
"Intimations" and the critical implications of the comparison between the 
two poems, there are references and quotations from material not 
contained here. The full text is available in Meem Library at St John’s 
College Santa Fe, or may be obtained from the author, at 
nathan.k.cartmell@biola.edu.

"Dejection: An Ode" opens with a short quote from a popular Scottish 
ballad: when the dark remainder of the moon is easily seen next to a 
bright crescent, there will presently be a storm. Coleridge expands on this 
borrowed stanza, but colours it extravagantly:

Well! If the Bard was weather-wise, who made 
The grand old ballad of Sir Patrick Spence,
This night, so tranquil now, will not go hence 

Unroused by winds, that ply a busier trade 
Than those which mould yon cloud in lazy flakes.
Or the dull sobbing draft, that moans and rakes.

Upon the strings of this i^iolian lute.
Which better far were mute. (Ins. 1-8)
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It may seem that doubt is cast upon the forecasting skills of this other 
poet by Coleridge’s use of the word "if' in line 1. But reading further, the 
weather does turn violent. Coleridge’s thoughts are spurred by an 
accurate foretelling, not by any flight of fancy. Coleridge’s accuracy is the 
first clue in the poem that he is not, while writing, in a state of dejection. 
The Poet has a clear grasp of the workings of nature, and bases his poetry 
on this understanding.

This first stanza paints specific personifications of air. Lines 3-5 
describe a lethargic zephyr, "those which mould yon cloud in lazy flakes," 
contrasted with the building winds. Lines 6-8 calls it a sorrowful breeze, 
"the dull sobbing draft,” voicing feelings Coleridge would rather not hear. 
The moaning, sluggish breeze embodies the emotion that Coleridge tries 
to overcome in the work, an emotion that appears throughout the poem, 
and is especially evident in the title. He is heavily under the influence of 
this poisonous dejection in the first few stanzas, and because of 
dejection’s influence finds typical natural occurrences (the breeze) 
disturbing.2

Coleridge looks forward to the storm, which he sees as 
fundamentally different from the lazy wind and the dull draft. He has 
experienced a moon-wrought storm before, and found it uplifting. The 
penultimate stanza shows that the storm is the poem’s destination, and is 
identified in the last line of the first stanza:

Those sounds which oft have raised me, whilst they awed.
And sent my soul abroad.
Might now perhaps their wonted impulse give.
Might startle this dull pain, and make it move and live!

(Ins. 17-20)

The coming storm, Coleridge believes, can alleviate his dejection and send 
his soul outside himself; abroad, his soul can experience the general 
condition of man rather than sit mired in personal failings. Shelley 
recognised the poet’s ability to look beyond his own particulars in the 
Defence of Poetry when he said, "A poet participates in the eternal, the 
infinite, and the one; as far as relates to his conceptions, time and place 
and number are not” (^Defence, 348). A poet is concerned with universals, 
with problems and passions affecting the whole of humanity. The Poet 
does use his own personal experiences to find such truth, but he must 
move beyond experience, rather than wallow in it.

The awe-ful feeling of line 17, produced by the wind, will not dispel 
his dejection, but will rather fashion it anew, with purpose. Lines 17-18 
give voice to the Sublime, a combination of the splendid and dreadful. 
When looking up at Mont Blanc,^ we recognise the beautiful grandeur — 
the awesomeness — of the natural. In the face of this utterly inhuman
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object we are forcefully reminded of the smallness of the human self, in 
both a physical and mental way. This amalgamation of awesome and 
awful (line 17) is the Sublime, a feeling that is expanded on by Coleridge 
later in the poem when he employs the Imagination. Imagination is a 
force that allows the Poet to access nature; it is through the power of the 
Imagination that Coleridge later finds a cure in the storm.^

This first stanza is characterised by the storm, the hoped-for cure to 
Coleridge’s titular dejection. The second stanza moves on to express his 
peculiar unhappiness, the central issue of the work.

Coleridge's sorrow is no glorified anguish, no great heartache. His is 
"a grief without a pang," "stifled, drowsy, unimpassioned” (In. 21-2), 
noteworthily similar to the breeze from the previous stanza. This grief is 
dead. Coleridge believes this to be an aberration of grief; presumably, 
sadness should "move and live" (In. 20). Perhaps the core problem 
Coleridge experiences is that his grief has "no natural outlet" (In. 23). He 
has bottled up his emotions, has not indulged in "word, or sigh, or tear.” 
(In. 24). Just as a pond without an outlet is stagnant, so his grief, without 
refreshment, is moribund.

Due to this "wan" mood (In. 25), Coleridge is out of tune with nature. 
The throstle does not draw him, the curiously coloured sky does not 
spark his thoughts, the stars do not affect his feelings. Dejection springs, it 
may be surmised, from a modern callousness identified by Wordsworth 
in the Preface: "a multitude of causes, unknown to former times, are now 
acting with a combined force to blunt the discriminating powers of the 
mind" {Preface, 599). Coleridge (and the reader) feels this dejection 
because he cannot clearly perceive the messages nature offers to any 
observer, delicate truths that the frantic pace of industrialised life drowns 
out. This is not somehow nature’s fault for being feeble, but is rooted in 
what Wordsworth calls a "degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation” 
present in modern society [Preface, 599), which prevents people from 
taking delight in the subtler beauties of the natural world.

Coleridge can rationally understand that beauty is in these natural 
images but simultaneously does not feel anything about them (In. 38). 
Coleridge recognises this problem in a letter to a friend. "When we 
declare an object beautiful,” he writes,

the contemplation or intuition of its beauty precedes the 
feeling of complacency, in order of nature at least: nay, in 
great depression of spirits may even exist without 
sensibly producing it. [Complete Poems, 553)

What seems to have affected modern man is an under-appreciation 
of natural beauty and an ignorance of its proper effects. The natural 
world produces no feelings in mankind. In this stanza Coleridge agrees 
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with Wordsworth's assertion that beauty in nature "moves us not" 
[Wordsworth, 270). This lack of appreciation of natural beauty is one of 
the serious problems Coleridge is addressing, and a main object of 
Romantic poetry is to cultivate appreciation of nature. Coleridge says in 
the Biographia Literaria:

It is the prime merit of genius, and its most unequivocal 
mode of manifestation, so to represent familiar objects as 
to awaken in the minds of others a kindred feeling 
concerning them, and that freshness of sensation which is 
the constant accompaniment of mental no less than of 
bodily convalescence. [Biographia, 476]

Poets have this genius, and it is to the poetic responsibility that Coleridge 
speaks. Man has become dulled to the world, and nature no longer feels 
fresh, because every waking moment he is inundated with stimulation. 
The sense of wonder that a child feels is not felt by the adult — recall the 
first stanza of "Intimations." In the word "convalescence," Coleridge even 
implies that this desensitisation is a disease and a sickness; the cure can 
be induced by genius through art, and Coleridge uses poetry to this end. 
Artists have a responsibility to reawaken this sense of newness and 
freshness so that man can feel and be moved by beauty, not just know it 
intellectually. The cure for a stagnant spirit is motion. A moving spirit, 
actively engaged in the world, cannot be bogged down by dejection.

In this second stanza Coleridge is already laying the groundwork for 
a cure. While his dejection has "no relief' (In. 23] because he has not 
talked about it, the poem is addressed to a Lady,^ meaning that this poem, 
in explicating his distraught sensations, may well be the cure to his 
gloom. And if writing the poem is a cure (or the record of a cure] for 
Coleridge, reading it is plausibly a cure for us as readers. Coleridge, as a 
Poet, must already be cured in order for him to have written this work. 
Wordsworth says in the Preface that the Poet's "passions and thoughts 
and feelings" are connected

with our moral sentiments and animal sensations, and 
with the causes which excite these; with the operations of 
the elements and the appearances of the visible universe; 
with storm and sun-shine, with the revolutions of the 
seasons, with cold and heat, with loss of friends and 
kindred, with injuries and resentments, gratitude and 
hope, with fear and sorrow. [Preface, 607-8]

Coleridge's imagery and subject are obviously identifiable here. For him 
to name his dejection, to notice his separation from nature, and to hope
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for a cure is to be under the influence of genius. He writes genially (In. 39) 
about a time when his genius was not functional.

If the first few lines of stanza two give a clue about the method of the 
work, the rest of the stanza turns back to an explication of Coleridge's 
problematic state of mind. Mired in his stagnant grief (examined a few 
paragraphs above), Coleridge ignores the curative pleas of nature: "to 
other thoughts by yonder throstle woo’d" (In. 26). The birds try and move 
him to other thoughts than his dejection, but their melodic sound cannot 
overcome his mental opposition. If sound (which he earlier rejected in 
lines 7-8, wishing the lute were mute) cannot restore him, neither can 
sight. He gazes "on the western sky, / And its peculiar tint of yellow 
green” (Ins. 28-9), a shade both startling and intriguing. This sight should 
be enough to cause his soul to rise, unique and beautiful as it is. But 
Coleridge's eyes are blank (In. 30) of understanding, uncomprehending of 
nature’s truths.^ As the twilight fades, the stars emerge and Coleridge is 
spurred to further thoughts. There is sharp contrast between the motion 
of the stars and the immobility of his own emotions. This paralysis allows 
him only to "see, not feel, how beautiful" these natural images are (In. 38).

Coleridge’s insensate immobility links back to his letter, quoted 
earlier: in great depression, man does not feel beauty. The problem is 
located, Coleridge would say, in the esemplastic power, the Imagination, 
which he describes in the Biographia Literaria:

The primary imagination I hold to be the living power and 
prime agent of all human perception . . . [The secondary 
imagination] dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to 
recreate; or where this process is rendered impossible, 
yet still, at all events, it struggles to idealise and to unify. It 
is essentially vital, even as all objects (as objects) are 
essentially fixed and dead. [Biographia, 477)

Coleridge can still see the stars, but he cannot feel them. Mental images 
can still be constructed, because the primary imagination functions; but 
meaning cannot be wrought from the images, because the vital secondary 
imagination is mired in dejection.

Coleridge’s dejection is emphasised by its contrast with the moving 
stars "that glide . . . / Now sparkling” (Ins. 33-4). In the Biographia he 
claims that objects are fixed and dead, but he sees the stars moving. This 
perceived movement betrays meaning behind the objects, truth that can 
be apprehended through the observation and synthesis of natural images. 
There is not meaning in the familiar scientific objects themselves (objects 
as objects), seen by the primary imagination: gaseous nuclear reactions 
give no insight into a deeper truth, a truth pointed to by the beauty of the 
stars. Coleridge, in his dejection, cannot utilise the secondary imagination, 
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and so cannot feel the stars' beauty. This point anticipates the sixth 
stanza, where Coleridge reveals the origin of his dejection and the reason 
his imagination failed: while he is not so far gone as to completely ignore 
nature — the moving stars — he struggles to understand the truths that 
perceived motion indicates. Coleridge can only see the stars as mundane.

The inability to comprehend truths in beauty is not surprising in the 
common man, but in a Poet it is disaster. Shelley says that poetry (and 
therefore the Poet] "lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world, and 
makes familiar objects be as if they were not familiar" [Defence, 351]. 
Coleridge’s dejection prevents him from seeing the stars anew; familiar 
objects cannot inspire as forcefully as fresh visions. His despair results in 
the failure of his powers of genius, his ability to lift the veil and create 
freshness; he acknowledges this dysfunction in the first line of the third 
stanza: "my genial spirits fail” (In. 39].

The despair felt by the Poet, then, is a consequence of failing his 
function (in an Aristotelian sense]. It is the function of the Poet to see 
beauty in nature and re-create uplifting images for the pleasure of the 
reader. Coleridge, by not engaging in this process, is failing his inborn 
responsibilities as an artist.'^ Artists have a responsibility, because of their 
innate genius, to share their beneficial visions in the hopes that the 
audience will be enlightened to the deeper truths of the universe. 
Coleridge's recognition of his failure of function contributes to his feelings 
of despair.

The third stanza marks the deepest depression of the poem. 
Coleridge recognises that his poetic genius has, for the time, left. But, he 
says, "what can these avail / To lift the smothering weight from off my 
breast?" (Ins. 40-1]. He doubts — even if he were still in control of his 
Imagination — that he would ever be able to escape dejection. In these 
two lines, Coleridge has completely lost hope in his own poetic faculties 
and perhaps all poetic genius: "It were a vain endeavour, / Though I 
should gaze forever / On that green light that lingers in the west" (Ins. 42- 
4]. He can see no way, through nature’s effects or through self- 
motivation, to make his soul move again.

In Coleridge’s despair there is a startlingly astute observation. While 
he has dismissed nature and his own poetic faculties, claiming that 
neither have the power to cure his disease (although this claim is suspect, 
coming as it does from a diseased mind; we later see that his faculties are 
responsible for curing him], he acknowledges that nature has not failed 
— rather, he is the problem: "I may not hope from outward forms to win 
/ The passion and the life, whose fountains are within” (Ins. 45-6]. The 
movement that he longs for springs from himself, his own Imagination. If 
there is no understanding, then nature is "fixed and dead," a stuffed.
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scientific curiosity. Any cure to this dejection must come from a change in 
Coleridge’s way of thinking rather than from a revolution in nature.^

The third stanza most clearly exemplifies Coleridge's understandable 
interpretation of the first version of "Intimations.” In reading the first 
four stanzas, it is possible to believe that Wordsworth blamed nature for 
the loss of celestial light ("Intimations” In. 18). Coleridge wants it to be 
clear that he faults himself, not nature, for his dejection. If nature were 
blamed for dejection, Wordsworth’s claims about the desensitisation of 
mankind could be dismissed as the degradation of nature. Since 
Wordsworth says in the Preface and elsewhere that man is at fault for his 
own misunderstanding and unhappiness, his poem must obviously mean 
something else. Coleridge’s gross misinterpretation of Wordsworth’s 
meaning, which prompted him to write "Dejection,” prompted 
Wordsworth to add stanzas five through eleven in order to clarify his 
view of the relationship between nature and man’s poetic faculty.

The fourth stanza of "Dejection” continues the thought expressed in 
line 46; The search for meaning starts within the human soul. Meaning is 
not found within, though. Coleridge writes, "we receive but what we give” 
(In. 47); this is not in the manner of giving anger and receiving anger 
back, but refers to giving a seed to the earth, and receiving a fruit back. If 
Coleridge gives honest inquiry, he will receive understanding. The 
willingness to plant comes from within; but the product, the meaning, the 
end, is not found in man — it is displayed through nature and comes from 
the universe.

There is a vital interplay between the duties of man and the function 
of nature. "In our life alone does nature live,” Coleridge says (In. 48). 
Without man nature is unmoving, "fixed and dead.” But with man’s active 
understanding (the secondary Imagination) applied to natural images, 
meaning can be found in the movements of the stars and the music of the 
birds.

Coleridge illustrates the interplay of nature and man, at once 
showing the consequences of apathy and interest:

And would we aught behold, of higher worth.
Than that inanimate cold world allowed 
To the poor loveless ever-anxious crowd.

Ah! from the soul itself must issue forth 
A light, a glory, a fair luminous cloud 

Enveloping the Earth (Ins. 50-55)

The "poor loveless ever-anxious crowd” (In. 52) is common man, full of 
apprehension, devoid of superior feeling. To this man, the world is 
inanimate and cold (In. 51), motionless and lifeless. It can hold no interest 
and can give no succour to the mind. If we would find truth and beauty in
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nature ("aught of higher worth”], a light — removing darkness and giving 
comprehension — must fountain up from within the soul. The fair 
luminous cloud (In. 54] will enable Coleridge to understand what has in 
previous stanzas moved him not: the throstle, the stars, the coloured sky. 
The light from his soul illuminates the entire world, all of nature, and is 
the first step toward understanding.

As Coleridge addresses sight, a heavily recurring theme in the poem, 
he also deals with sound: "And from the soul itself must there be sent / A 
sweet and potent voice, of its own birth, / Of all sweet sounds the life and 
element!” (Ins. 56-8]. At the moment of birth, the human soul emits a note 
so poignant and beautiful — "this beautiful and beauty-making power” 
(In. 63] — that it informs (or should inform] all of man's subsequent 
hearing. When Coleridge recollects this sound from early childhood, he 
can again search for meaning in the "sobbing draft” and "Aiolian lute” (Ins. 
6, 7] that, under the influence of dejection, he found repellent.

Where the third stanza showed Coleridge’s deepest depression ("my 
genial spirits fail”], in the fifth stanza Coleridge has recovered his genius 
and jubilantly shares it with the reader.^ This "sweet voice” and 
"luminous cloud” (In. 71], he says, is Joy. Joy is the light that illumines and 
the sound that harmonises, the emotion born in the soul that allows the 
Poet (and his readers] to search for meaning in nature. As Coleridge has 
shown in the previous stanzas, without Joy nature appears blank and 
irrelevant. With Joy, truth and beauty can be found in nature. Joy is the 
essential first step, since from it "flows all that charms our ear or sight, / 
All melodies the echoes of that voice, / All colours a suffusion from that 
light” (Ins. 73-5].

In the fifth stanza, Coleridge introduces a moral issue to poetic 
understanding, one that is connected closely with Joy.

0 pure of heart! thou need'st not ask of me 
What this strong music in the soul may be!

... Joy that ne’er was given,
Save to the pure ... (Ins. 59 -65]

The man who is "pure of heart” (In. 59] is already familiar with Joy, and 
this good man is contrasted with "the sensual and the proud” (In. 70], 
those who will not inhabit the new Heaven and new Earth (In. 69]. Joy, or 
what enables man to properly comprehend nature, is given to good men 
only, "in dower” from Nature (In. 68]. Selfish, bad men will never properly 
understand the truths of the universe, those beauties to which nature 
points. A Poet must have a pure heart; and a reader, to be moved by 
poetry, must also have a pure heart, either entering the poem or through 
the poem’s action on him. Once a man becomes pure, he can join with 
Nature in a marriage-like relationship. The closeness and love of a
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marriage in stanza five is contrasted with the shallow appreciation of 
I nature in stanza six.

After stanza five’s introduction to Joy, the anti-dejection, Coleridge 
moves into stanza six with a history of his own interactions with Joy.

There was a timeio when, though my path was rough.
This joy within me dallied with distress.

And all misfortunes were but as the stuff
Whence Fancy made me dreams of happiness:

For hope grew round me, like the twining vine.
And fruits, and foliage, not my own, seemed mine.

(Ins. 76-81]

Coleridge has not always been dejected, and he has actually found some 
measure of pleasure in milder forms of misery ("distress" In. 77]. This joy 
was due, Coleridge says, to hope. Hope came from outside the self (Ins. 
80-1], but Coleridge believed the source to be from within: "foliage, not 
my own, seemed mine" (In. 81]. Hope’s fruits and leaves Coleridge 
mistakenly thought to emanate from himself. This false conviction — that 
man, rather than nature, is the source of goodness — contributed 
substantially to Coleridge’s slide into dejection.n When Coleridge 
discovered that hope was not an inherent part of the human soul, his 
understanding of what made up a human collapsed, leaving a dearth of 
any beliefs, easily filled by dejection.

Coleridge’s present dejection is possible only because of his earlier 
self-deception. True happiness comes from a proper use of the 
Imagination, but these earlier "dreams of happiness," false and 
unfounded fantasies, are born of Fancy. Coleridge explains Fancy, and its 
difference from the Imagination,!^ in the Biographia:

The fancy is indeed no other than a mode of memory 
emancipated from the order of time and space; and 
blended with, and modified by that empirical 
phenomenon of the will which we express by the word 
choice. But equally with the ordinary memory it must 
receive all its materials ready made from the law of 
association. [Biographia, 477-8]

Fancy results in dreams of happiness, rather than actual happiness, 
because Fancy can build nothing original, but can only desperately try to 
fit together incongruous experiences in the hope of finding joy. This false 
happiness may appear at first to be genuine and lasting, but it collapses 
when challenged by actual experiences contradictory to the constructed 
viewpoint.
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Now Coleridge explicates his fall into despair: "Now afflictions bow 
me down to earth each visitation / suspends . . . / My shaping
spirit of Imagination" [Ins. 82-6). Where in earlier life Coleridge’s Joy 
helped him manage his distress, he has now lost Joy, causing him to give 
in to the dejection affliction brings. "Nor care 1 that they rob me of my 
mirth” [In. 83), he says, distinguishing between unhappiness [a lack of 
mirth or jovial spirits) and true, listless dejection. Dejection, Coleridge 
points out in this passage, is not born from solemnity: its roots are a 
dysfunction in the Imagination. This original dysfunction lays the ground 
for the future state of dejection described in lines 21-24.

Dejection's source is a lack of Imagination, and Coleridge does not 
hesitate to explain specifically how the Imagination degenerates:

For not to think of what I needs must feel 
But to be still and patient, all I can;

And haply by abstruse research to steal
From my own nature all the natural man —
This was my sole resource, my only plan;

Till that which suits a part infects the whole.
And now is almost grown the habit of my soul

[Ins. 87-93)

Coleridge loses his powers of Imagination by being still, rather than 
actively addressing his problem [Ins. 87-8). This stillness in his life 
foreshadows the stagnation of spirit [like the pond without outlet) that so 
affects him at the depth of dejection. Coleridge directs his energies to 
"abstruse research” [In. 89), recondite knowledge, rather than more 
natural truths available from simple observation of the universe. This 
pursuit of the esoteric changes Coleridge into something artificial and 
affected, removed from Nature, ironically cutting him off from true 
insights into human being. The dysfunction of the Imagination prevents 
Coleridge from following any other path, however. Coleridge realises that 
eventually his entire self will be subsumed by this poisonous habit; once 
the transformation is complete, there is little hope that the poetic faculty 
will ever be restored.

The inability to avoid abstruse thoughts [In. 89) comes from the 
attitude Coleridge had in the first part of the sixth stanza: "fruits, and 
foliage, not my own, seemed mine” [In. 81). The mistaken belief that truth 
is within the self leads to an unimaginative view of nature. The obsessive 
quest for knowledge in the human psyche is an esoteric pursuit, and 
results in a disregard for the general revelation found in nature, available 
to all men, either through the genial spirit [for the Poet) or through 
poetry [for those without the poetic faculty).
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Hence, viper thoughts, that coil around my mind.
Reality’s dark dream!

I turn from you, and listen to the wind.
Which long has raved unnoticed. (Ins. 94-97)

Coleridge rejects these dreams "of happiness” (In. 79) spun from fancy, 
unrealistic and unimaginative, deceitful and misguiding. Finally, Coleridge 
turns to nature; faith in his genius breaks through the habits (In. 93) that 
nearly consumed him. He rejects the poisonous viper and listens to the 
storm.

The storm, foretold in the first stanza, has buffeted Coleridge for 
some time, overlooked due to his lethargic dejection. Coleridge’s 
disregard of the forceful gale emphasises the deep state of dejection he 
was in. Even though he begged for the storm to sweep away his lassitude 
(Ins. 15, 20), he cannot be moved by it when it first arrives. In addition to 
an act of nature, Coleridge himself must will his soul toward a healthy 
state. Coleridge must see nature once again with that particular aptitude 
given to poets. To the common man, deep in his habits of dreaming fancy, 
this storm would do nothing, for he would never have the poetic 
Imagination to change himself.i^ Coleridge, as a Poet, remembers the 
freshness of nature and is called to return to this view.

Coleridge does not here rationalise or over-think the storm. All that 
is required of him is a will to stir his stagnant spirit. The storm washes 
over him in a hurricane of sensory input; there is no rational pursuit of 
the storm’s meaning. In this state of acceptance Coleridge can begin to 
find truth in natural images. For the reader, as well as Coleridge, the truth 
he finds in the storm’s billows is unexpected.

What a scream
Of agony by torture lengthened out
That lute sent forth! Thou Wind, that rav’st without.

Bare crag, or mountain-tairn, or blasted tree.
Or pine-grove whither woodman never clomb.
Or lonely house, long held the witches’ home,

Methinks were fitter instruments for thee.
Mad Lutanist! who in this month of showers.
Of dark-brown gardens, and of peeping flowers,
Mak’st Devils’ yule, with worse than wintry song.
The blossoms, buds, and timorous leaves among.

(Ins. 97-107)
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In the first stanza, Coleridge wished that a storm, rather than a "dull 
sobbing draft" (In. 6], would come and move his soul to life (In. 20]. The 
sad breeze played the j^olian lute (In. 7]; there was a sharp distinction, in 
Coleridge’s dejected mind, between a sad nature and a moving, living 
nature. But here, in the seventh stanza, Coleridge names the hoped-for 
storm as the player of the lute and echoes his earlier sentiment: the lute 
should be mute (In. 8,103-4]. Coleridge can find only pain in the melodies 
of the lute; he believes that a pleasanter song could be found if the wind 
played objects not purposed to be instruments (peak or pond or timber, 
Ins. 100-3]. More than even anguish, Coleridge hears blasphemy ("Devils’ 
yule”] in the harp’s notes: this is a "wintry song" (In. 106] out of place in 
spring, when things should be birthing and growing. But he perseveres in 
his newly-regained faculty.

Coleridge sees the wind as artist, and himself as audience; "Thou 
Actor, perfect in all tragic sounds! / Thou mighty Poet, even to frenzy 
bold!" (Ins. 108-9]. This disquieting tale was not what Coleridge expected 
to hear with his reinstated genial power; but he trusts nature’s teaching, 
and pursues the unfolding vision. Coleridge hears real horror in this 
disturbing lute, expressed in the next few lines:

What tell’st thou now about?
’Tis of the rushing of an host in rout.

With groans of trampled men, with smarting wounds —
At once they groan with pain and shudder with the cold!

(Ins. 110-113]

Coleridge’s hoped-for cure, Joy, seems to be at extreme odds with the 
sentiments he sees expressed by the storm; instead of delight, he 
perceives only pain — violence inflicted on men by men. Coleridge’s 
newly-restored poetic faculty seems to have betrayed him: instead of 
healing and peace, he is given a vision of death.

This clamorous blowing quickly changes into quiet, and Coleridge 
finds significance in the reversal.

But hush! there is a pause of deepest silence!
And all that noise, as of a rushing crowd.

With groans, and tremulous shudderings — all is over —
It tells another tale, with sounds less deep and loud!
A tale of less affright.
And tempered with delight.

As Otway’si'^ self had framed the tender lay.
’Tis of a little child.
Upon a lonesome wild.

Not far from home, but she hath lost her way;
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And now moans low in bitter grief and fear,
And now screams loud, and hopes to make her mother hear.

(Ins. 114-125)

This tale — told in silence and so different than the zephyrous battle — is 
Coleridge’s own; he is the little child. The Poet-as-child metaphor will 
appear again in "Intimations,” where Wordsworth discovers that man 
needs to be like a child. This poem, "Dejection," is a tale "less deep and 
loud" (In. 117) than other poems ("The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” for 
instance). It is not a poem of suspense or fear, but is a flowing melody 
describing Coleridge’s dejection and convalescence, enjoyable to the 
reader, "tempered with delight" (In. 119). Coleridge, playing in the fields 
of dreamful Fancy (In. 79), soon strayed from the path of true genius, "not 
far from home, but she hath lost her way" (In. 123). It is at times difficult 
to distinguish true Imagination (the genial power. In. 39) from mere 
Fancy, but that small distance is the difference between dream and 
reality.

Coleridge’s continued efforts to find his way home are rewarded: he 
fights through the dejection and regains his poetic faculty, enabling him 
to write this poem about the experience. Coleridge closes the poem with a 
prayer for his companion (the reader, see line 25). "Full seldom may my 
friend such vigils keep!” (In. 127), he wishes, both for her mental well
being (curing dejection is a trying experience for all involved) and for his 
own continued poetic abilities. "May all the stars hang bright above her 
dwelling,” Coleridge prays (In. 130), the sparkling, moving stars of stanza 
two letting her feel beauty in nature. "Joy lift her spirit, joy attune her 
voice; / To her may all things live, from pole to pole" (Ins. 134-5): The Joy 
that Coleridge rediscovered he now wishes upon the reader, that they 
may see (perhaps through this poem) the motion truth imparts to nature.

The true dejection in Coleridge’s work is absent from "Intimations,” 
and yet both poets tell a similar tale. Wordsworth begins with happiness, 
moves quickly through "a thought of grief’ ("Intimations" In. 22), and 
ends in Joy. Coleridge starts with "dreams of happiness" (In. 79), almost 
loses his genial spirit, and eventually arrives at Joy.

"Dejection" makes it clear that the Poet has a duty to enlighten 
mankind through poetry. The Poet, says Wordsworth in the Preface, is 
"endued with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, 
who has a greater knowledge of human nature, and a more 
comprehensive soul, than are supposed to be common among mankind” 
[Preface, 603). Since not all men can access truths in nature because they 
have not the poetic genial spirit (In. 39), the Poet must use his special 
talent to enliven the souls of his readers.
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Coleridge, in "Dejection," clearly acknowledges that it is his own fault 
he can no longer feel beauty. He lays out the way in which he regained his 
ability to use the Imagination, and expounds on the beauties of the 
natural world. He works through his dejection, inspired by nature, and 
concludes with an exhortation to the reader to arrive at the same state as 
the Poet: pleasurable understanding of natural beauty.

Endnotes

1. The British Romantics [namely Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, and Keats) saw the 
poetry of their time as frivolous and damaging. Wordsworth addresses his 
"contemporaries" in the Preface: "[They] think that they are conferring honour upon 
themselves and their art, in proportion as they separate themselves from the sympathies 
of men, and indulge in arbitrary and capricious habits of expression, in order to furnish 
food for fickle tastes, and fickle appetites, of their own creation" [Preface, 597).

2. Coleridge is clearly not dejected when writing the poem, because his genius must 
be operative for poetry to be written. He does, though, write about a time when his poetic 
faculty was inoperative. This claim is investigated further on the following pages.

3. Shelley illustrates this feeling of wonder and dread in his poem, "Mont Blanc."
4. The Imagination is discussed more fully as it becomes apparent in the poem.
5. "Lady” [line 25) in the final version. In earlier versions this word was variously 

"Sara," "William," and "Edmund." Coleridge personalized the poem for various reasons, 
but ultimately addressed whomever reads it, art for all men.

6. Recall the end of Keats’ "Ode on a Grecian Urn": "Beauty is truth, truth beauty."
7. Coleridge believes poetic genius to be inborn, see In. 85-6.
8. This begins to touch on the paradoxical balance between feeling and thinking that 

Coleridge’s despair springs from; he addresses it further in stanza six.
9. "The passion and the life, whose fountains are within. / 0 Lady! we receive but 

what we give, / And in our life alone does nature live" [Ins. 46-8).
10. The line here mimes the first line of "Intimations"; "There was a time ..." This is 

one of many textual clues that the two poems are in direct dialogue with each other, and 
that Wordsworth and Coleridge are speaking to the same subject, perhaps even the same 
type of incident.

11. Goodness exists outside the self, while movement [the pursuit of goodness) starts 
inside the self, as line 46 makes clear.

12. Recall Coleridge’s discussion of the Imagination.
13. The common man, unable to be moved by the storm, would never naturally be in 

a state of dejection as the Poet can be.
14. Thomas Otway, a popular English playwright in the seventeenth century, was 

most famous for Venice Preserv’d, 1682. An omnibus was first published in 1712.
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Meditation on Li Bai's Invitation to Wine
Turner Resor

Invitation to Wine 
-Li Bai

Do you not see the waters of the Yellow river 
streaming from the sky - 

How they rush tumbling to the sea 
and never return?

Do you not see, within the high tower,
someone who sorrows for his white hair 

before the bright mirror? -
In the morning like black silk, at evening turned to snow? 
In human life, when hopes are won,

we should drink our joys to the end.
Not leave the golden wine jar 

empty in the moonlight.
The things that Heaven made must have a use!
Though I squander a thousand gold pieces, 

time may restore them.

Boil the sheep! Kill the ox! Let us be merry!
Three hundred cupfuls of wine we must drink this time! 
Master Cen!
Doctor Danqui!
I am bringing the wine - 
Don’t put down your cups!
I shall sing you a snatch of song:
Listen to me please.

Gongs and drums, costly dishes, little I prize them!
I only want the long dream of wine and never to wake. 
Through all the ages, the good and wise were passed 

over in silence!
Only the mighty drinkers left a name behind.
Think of the Prince of Chen in former days, 

feasting at Pingle palace - 
The wine at ten thousand a flagon,

the endless jesting and laughter. . .

How can a host complain he is short of money?
I must hasten to buy the wine to put before my friends 
My horse dappled with the five colours 
And my thousand-guinea furs - 
I will call the boy to barter them for a splendid wine 
That you and I may forget for sorrows of all the ages.



There is a window in time somewhere between five and seven 
o'clock, depending on the season, between day and night, that, for as long 
as I can remember, has given rise to melancholic musings. I am saddened 
by the passing quality of the evening light. It is the light that peeks over 
passes and spills its shafts down valleys; it warms the bark of aspen 
groves, and signals the last call for summer swimmers. Dancing before us 
are the final dramatic measures of the sun's daily opus, and the closing 
notes - merciless and beautiful - ask us, "Have you been listening? Have 
you been living?”

We respond to the hour restlessly. Enforced by the light's stern glare, 
we move in the direction of home, to the places that tell us we are 
somebody. Transitions are brief spans in time when nothing is asked of 
us beyond what we feel, and I find myself with little to do but reflect. My 
mind wanders and flashes, darting from bright to dark as the light's own 
rough-edged mosaic plays through the landscape. I half-meditate, shifting 
through the fallen leaves of thought and memory; I pretend that some 
forgotten piece might give an answer to my emptiness. I think of loves 
that could have been and others that could have been better. 1 wonder if I 
should have been a rider of bulls or perhaps a farmer. Why has it been so 
hard to follow my heart? I think of anything so that I can think of nothing, 
like a man who has never before seen water trying to talk his way out of 
walking the plank.

When I was younger there was some relief in my mother's calling me 
in for dinner, and in this way waking me from my reveries. I would take 
the path out of the woods toward our house and the illusion of home. I 
remember the numbed orange glow of living room lights soaking the logs 
of our family cabin- our minds drowsy from the day that we would soon 
be forgetting. Inside with the doors shut, I felt as though I had left some 
essential belonging behind, like a baseball glove in the rain, something 
that in my negligence 1 had left out alone in the dark and cold. Any effort 
to recall my abandoned thoughts was soon drowned-out by the 
conversations of the dinner table.

I did not realize that it was only I who needed artificial warmth, that 
the true idea can live in any environment, and that I need only learn to 
live with the idea. Before, my fears were assigned to the dark of night; 
now I see that the dark of night has been assigned to my fears. Our 
external landscapes and how we respond to them are the material 
reflections of some aspect of our internal landscapes- so what I cannot 
accept is always personal. The darkness of night corresponds to our fear 
of all that is unknown within ourselves, just as the climax of the evening's 
light that I am drawn to corresponds to the potential for great beauty in 
each of our souls — even if only momentary. The trouble is that they are 
inseparable. Day runs into night and paradox is the nature of life. Those 
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who acknowledge only the good will forever find themselves wanting, 
and if I ever want to fully experience the light without I must accept the 
darkness within.

Our minds avoid the reconciliation of opposites like a hand that 
instinctually jerks away from the flame. There always appears to be a 
better time than the present to confront our fears. When I was young 1 
lived with the safety of tomorrow; in this way I secured my relative 
comfort in the present by investing its hopes in the future. I am older 
now, and I have become conscious of my efforts to elude concentration. I 
am tired of chasing the existential tomorrow.

This new consciousness has left me exposed in a no-man’s-land, 
stuck between two worlds that cannot reasonably exist in the same 
universe. I am coming from a world in which I unknowingly shaped 
everything - environment, home, friends, and myself - in order to protect 
my ignorance of the world where I now wish to go. Therefore the value of 
the first is necessarily deflated by the realization of the second, since the 
former existed almost entirely in defiance. I will not be able to return and 
understand the land that I have come from until 1 have seen all there is 
within myself, and I am nervous to forge ahead.

The undecided middleperson becomes a tragic character through 
their inactivity. Ambivalence is the curse of decisive passion and the 
mother of empty soliloquy. "Through all the ages, the good and wise were 
passed over in silence; only the mighty drinkers left a name behind.” 
Similarly, my timidity has made me a wiser evader of my deeper 
soundings, and has put me in peril of becoming intellectually dishonest. 
But if I listen with intent, my consciousness can also be my most 
trustworthy guide, and recently it has been telling me that now is the 
time to act, now is the time to walk out further into the unknown, so that I 
can come back refreshed by what I have known all along to be true.

Still, I hesitate. In my hesitation I turn to books and poetry. 1 amuse 
myself with the stories of others and their confrontations with this 
psychic borderland. Then I read Li Bai’s Invitation to Wine, and he speaks 
to me as a master and compassionate friend. He tells me that I will be 
rewarded if I stop and pay attention. He tells me to "not leave the golden 
wine-jar empty in the moonlight,” since he and I and all "the things that 
Heaven made must have a use.” He tells me all this and 1 am happy to 
accept his invitation.

The poem's message comes as an echo from another shore booming 
across the wild waters of a swollen river. It sings that we must brave the 
internal mists that confound and isolate us all and join the singer on the 
opposite bank. It is a forceful reminder of all that can be won if we are 
mindful. His voice is boisterous and invigorating, demanding our 
attention. Just as the fleeting grace of the light tries to hold my eye, Li Bai



implores us: "Listen to me please." And if we listen, we can learn to look 
indiscriminately, and when at last we See, we will be ready to drink in the 
terrific beauty of pure sight, and that is the ultimate celebration of life.

For Li Bai, a moment of true sight is the moment "when hopes are 
won.” All our human longings are fulfilled when we become naturally 
reunited to a world where evil is the brother of good, night the source of 
day, and death the giver of life. In a moment of clarity our human joys can 
spread their wings without the threat of the unknown throwing its 
shadow across our path. For if it must be that "the waters of the Yellow 
river streaming from the sky . . . rush tumbling to the sea and never 
return," if life tells us that someone’s hair will be "in the morning like 
black silk" and "at evening turned to snow,” if we leave behind the world 
of illusion where anything could be other than as it is, what is left but the 
certain joy of each individual moment?

We are no longer concerned with tomorrow, since tomorrow can 
never be anything more than an excuse for today. We have found 
ourselves here in the now. We have left our "high towers" to see the 
world as it is. All our possessions, all that we have horded in vain will 
finally become useful insofar as they can be sold or traded so that we may 
drink in this moment longer and deeper. "Time may restore” all these 
things. "Gongs and drums, costly dishes, little I prize them; I only want the 
long dream of wine and never to wake.”

To drink wine is to be thankful. It is the imbibing of an essence 
distilled from its particularities. It is a ritual that celebrates the life we are 
given through death. It is a forgetting of the "sorrows of all the ages.” 
Once we have drunk from this ancient well we will be born again, but if 
we return in fear to our now decrepit dwellings and think that we can 
forget, we will be haunted until we return to the hunt. There are those 
who would build precarious palaces out of the disjointed fragments of 
memory rather than return to the springs of sight. The habituated artist, 
however, is someone who is obedient to what they feel to be true. Maybe 
it is predetermined how we will respond. I know that there are moments 
when I cannot ignore the call.

When I walk now, I carry less with me. I leave my home to watch the 
sun set beyond Albuquerque and I bring only this reminder: Today is the 
only day there is to See. This moment is all I will ever know. And with this 
I lose myself. The gravity of the temporary is all that remains to inform 
me and I surrender, letting its pull take me out of myself. The beauty is 
absolutely terrifying. I have been invited to wine.
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The Rights of a Citizen and the Rights of a Man: 
Constitutionality and Natural Law in the Dred Scott Decision 

and Lincoln's Springfield Speech of 1857
Kanishka G.B. Marasinghe

The opinion of the Supreme Court regarding the case of Dred Scott v. 
Sandford delivered by Chief Justice Taney seems to have found for itself 
an infamous place in the history of American constitutional law. On June 
26, 1857, less than four months after the decision was handed down, 
Lincoln addressed it directly in his famous Springfield Speech of 1857, 
calling it "erroneous” and stating that "we shall do what we can to have it 
to overrule [this decision]" [728J. Less than 40 years later. Justice Harlan, 
the sole dissenter in the Plessy v. Ferguson decision, writes that in time, 
the judgment rendered in Plessy "will prove to be quite as pernicious as 
the decision made by this tribunal in the Dred Scott case" (Harlan, 7J.

If we view the history of these cases through a lens shaped by an 
appreciation for the civil rights movement, it is tempting to see these 
decisions as either certain milestones or detours on the path towards a 
fuller expression of our equality as citizens before the law. In this light, 
the Dred Scott decision does indeed seem particularly pernicious because 
it is in this judgment that the status of 'citizen’ is expressly denied by the 
Supreme Court to all members of "the enslaved African race" (721). One 
could make an argument that the Dred Scott decision, by denying Dred 
Scott the status of‘citizen’ and thereby the right to sue in the courts of the 
United States, is especially damaging to his natural rights as a man as 
posited in the Declaration of Independence. It would be a much harder 
case to make, however, that his legal status as a citizen under the 
Constitution of the United States has been illegitimately denied. In this 
paper, I will examine the opinion handed down by Chief Justice Taney on 
Dred Scott’s claim to citizenship in light of Lincoln’s challenges 
concerning both historical accuracy and Taney’s interpretation of the 
Declaration of Independence. I will argue that despite Lincoln’s 
challenges, the opinion handed down by Chief Justice Taney still adheres 
to sound constitutional principles, but that Taney’s treatment of the 
Declaration of Independence inherently changes the character of the 
debate surrounding Dred Scott

The Dred Scott case concerns two issues: first, whether Dred Scott is 
a citizen of Missouri "within the meaning of the Constitution of the United 
States" and, second, whether Congress was authorized to pass the 
Missouri Compromise of 1820 "under any of the powers granted to it by 
the Constitution" (723). The first issue pertains to Dred Scott’s right to 
sue in a circuit court and the second issue pertains to his claim to 
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freedom. Lincoln restates and emphasizes the importance of the Dred 
Scott decision in his Springfield Speech of 1857; he asserts, "The decision 
declares two propositions — first, that a Negro cannot sue in the United 
States courts, and, secondly, that Congress cannot prohibit slavery in the 
territories" (727). In this restatement, Lincoln emphasizes the effects that 
the Dred Scott decision will have at the federal level — he turns it into a 
national issue. In doing so, however, he fundamentally misrepresents 
Chief Justice Taney’s position concerning the question of citizenship. The 
opinion of the Supreme Court never directly states that "a Negro cannot 
sue in the United States courts." Instead, the opinion asserts that Dred 
Scott cannot sue in the circuit courts because he is not a legal citizen of 
Missouri under the Constitution of the United States. In formulating the 
opinion in these words. Chief Justice Taney makes the question of 
citizenship into a state’s rights issue. The implication is not that all 
Negroes cannot sue in U.S. courts but that one must be a U.S. citizen to sue 
in its courts and that citizenship is granted on a state by state basis. One 
could, perhaps, read Lincoln’s restatement of the first part of the Dred 
Scott decision as simply asserting that "Dred Scott (a Negro) cannot sue 
in the United States courts." Lincoln’s formulation, however, seems to 
imply a more general application.

Lincoln’s first challenge to Chief Justice Taney has to do with the 
accuracy of the historical facts used to support his decision. Among the 
conditions that Lincoln lists as necessary for accepting this decision as 
precedent is the condition that the decision "had been in no part based on 
assumed historical facts which are not really true” (728). Taney, in fact, 
appeals to the "legislation and histories of the times" in order to settle the 
question of "who were the citizens of the several states when the 
Constitution was adopted” (720). Lincoln addresses this directly: "Chief 
Justice Taney, in delivering the opinion of the majority of the court, insists 
at great length that Negroes were no part of the people who made, or for 
whom was made, the Declaration of Independence or the Constitution of 
the United States" (729). Lincoln goes on to cite Judge Curtis’s dissenting 
opinion where he states that in five of the original thirteen states, "free 
Negroes were voters and in proportion to their numbers had the same 
part in making the Constitution that the white people had" (729). Lincoln 
has a point when he asserts that free Negroes did make up a portion of 
the people of the United States who adopted the Constitution. His point, 
however, is largely tangential because it disregards the basic principles 
upon which both the U.S. Constitution was established and Chief Justice 
Taney makes his argument.

Article VII of the Constitution of the United States maintains that 
ratification by nine of the thirteen original states for which it was 
intended "shall be sufficient for the Establishment of this Constitution
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between the States so ratifying the Same."i Ratification by the 
conventions of nine states is sufficient to establish the Constitution but in 
order for the Constitution to have any authority over any particular state, 
the convention of that state must have also ratified it. If only nine states 
ratify the constitution, then it is only established among those nine states. 
In his decision. Chief Justice Taney asserts that the principle upon which 
the government thereby rests is the 'union of states' and that any power 
not expressly given to the federal government is relegated to the 
authority of the state governments. He expounds on this principle, 
writing.

The principle upon which our governments rest, and upon 
which alone they continue to exist, is the union of states, 
sovereign and independent within their own limits in 
their internal and domestic concerns, and bound together 
as one people by a general government, possessing certain 
enumerated and restricted powers, delegated to it by the 
people of the several states, and exercising supreme 
authority within the scope of the powers granted to it, 
throughout the dominion of the United States. (724J

Concerning citizenship as stated in the Constitution, Taney writes.

It speaks in general terms of the people of the United 
States, and of citizens of the several states, when it is 
providing for the exercise of the powers granted or the 
privileges secured to the citizen. It does not define what 
description of persons are intended to be included under 
these terms, or who shall be regarded as a citizen and one 
of the people. (722]

By not defining the description of persons intended to be included as 
citizens under the federal government, the Constitution relegates the 
question of citizenship to the authority of the state governments. This 
was, in principle, accommodating to both slave and free states at the time 
that the Constitution was being established. One of the main goals of the 
Constitutional Convention was to draft a document establishing a federal 
government that would be acceptable to all thirteen states. It is highly 
unlikely that any of the states that supported slavery would join the 
union if, in doing so, they also conferred the rights of citizenship under 
the federal Constitution onto the slaves living within their state limits. 
Lincoln and Judge Curtis argue that in five out of the thirteen original 
states, free Negroes were part of the voting public that ratified the 
Constitution. Chief Justice Taney could argue in turn that in eight out of
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the thirteen states they were not and that to be a citizen of the union, one 
must first be a citizen of a state.

Lincoln's second argument against the Taney decision concerns the 
Declaration of Independence, its interpretation, and the question of for 
whom it was made. Chief Justice Taney mentions the language used in the 
Declaration of Independence early on in his opinion in order to determine 
who were citizens of the states when the Constitution was adopted. 
Taney writes.

In the opinion of the Court the legislation and the histories 
of the times, and the language used in the Declaration of 
Independence, show that neither the class of persons who 
had been imported as slaves nor their descendants, 
whether they had become free or not, were then 
acknowledged as a part of the people nor intended to be 
included in the general words used in that memorable 
instrument. (721)

Here Chief Justice Taney is flat out wrong and Lincoln is right to challenge 
him* on his interpretation of the Declaration. The Declaration of 
Independence is a document of natural law and as such applies to all men. 
This is stated directly in the two excerpts of the Declaration that Chief 
Justice Taney quotes in the Court's decision:

When in the course of human events, it becomes 
necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands 
which have connected them with another, and to assume 
among the powers of the earth the separate and equal 
station to which the laws of nature and nature's God 
entitle them, a decent respect for the opinions of mankind 
requires that they should declare the causes which impel 
them to the separation. (721)

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are 
created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator 
with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these 
rights, governments are instituted, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of the governed. (721)

The language of the Declaration is too general and conclusive to be 
amenable to any other interpretation but that it must apply equally to all 
men. It grounds its precepts in "the law of nature and nature's God” 
asserting that "all men are created equal" and "that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain inalienable rights." By appealing to nature and
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the Creator, the Declaration raises itself to a position above human law 
and appeals to that in human beings, which loves the just and yearns for 
the universal irrespective of its particular application; it appeals to that 
sublimated moral sense within us with which we affirm, question, and 
judge the adequacy of human law. Lincoln’s parody of judge Douglas’ 
version of the Declaration^ is particularly astute because he realizes that 
the moment we appeal to a universal sense of justice on anything less 
than universal terms, the appeal loses its rhetorical effect and becomes 
ridiculous (732). A "decent respect for the opinions of mankind" requires 
that the framers of the Declaration proceed (and proceed seriously) on 
general terms.

Both Chief Justice Taney and Judge Douglas posit the argument that 
to interpret the Declaration as an affirmation of the rights of all men 
would be to essentially vilify those men who framed and signed it. Judge 
Douglas, in this regard, asserts, "No man can vindicate the character, 
motives, and conduct of the signers of the Declaration of Independence 
except upon the hypothesis that they referred to the white race alone, and 
not to the African, when they declared all men to be created equal” (731). 
This argument relies on the conflation of human law and natural law and 
misconstrues the Declaration as a document of human law. If it were the 
case that the framers intended the Declaration to be a legal document, 
then the character, motives, and conduct of the framers should be drawn 
into question because, as many of them were slave holders, they would be 
positing a law only in order to break it. The Declaration, however, was 
never intended as a legally binding document but was set up as what 
Lincoln calls "a standard maxim for free society which should be familiar 
to all and revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and 
even though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated” (731). 
Human law addresses the practical concerns and everyday attitudes of a 
society and, therefore, often does not ascend to the lofty standards of 
justice as embodied in natural law. If the natural rights of all men were 
simply written into the Declaration as legislation, it would be divisive and 
of little practical use in the rebellion against the British. This, however, 
was never the intention of the framers to begin with: the rebellion had 
already begun and the framers declared a standard around which to unite 
against a common foe and against which to justify their endeavor both to 
themselves and to men the world over.

Chief Justice Taney’s interpretation of the Declaration of 
Independence is strange on at least two counts. First, although he 
mentions that "[the] language of the Declaration of Independence is 
equally conclusive” as to the fact that "the enslaved African race were not 
intended to be included and formed no part of the people who framed 
and adopted this declaration” (721-722), Taney immediately softens his 
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point himself by going outside the language of the Declaration in order to 
make his case. Second, there is no need to even mention the Declaration 
to begin with, except to assert that the document has no legal relevance to 
the authority of the federal government under the Constitution. Chief 
Justice Taney’s statement of the principle of the union of the states was 
mentioned above. If one were to adhere to this principle strictly, then the 
Declaration would have no legal bearing on the function or authority of 
the federal government because it was never ratified by any of the states 
that established it. In the course of judicial review, any appeal to the 
Declaration concerning the question of Dred Scott's citizenship could be 
thrown out as outside the scope of the Constitution of the United States.

Whatever his reasons for even bringing up the Declaration, by doing 
so. Chief Justice Taney throws open the doors to Lincoln’s criticism of his 
interpretation of it: by making it into an issue, he brings it into politics. 
Near the beginning of his treatment of the Dred Scott decision in his 
Springfield Speech of 1857, Lincoln mentions that he will refrain from 
discussing the "merits” of the Dred Scott decision and, instead, proceeds 
to assert his right to question its "correctness” (727J. We should make 
mention of the fact that Lincoln never directly challenges the 
constitutionality of the Dred Scott decision but limits himself to 
questioning the correctness of the historical facts and the interpretation 
of the Declaration that are used to justify it. As mentioned above, Lincoln, 
does assert that he believes the decision to be "erroneous” and that they 
should do what they can to "have it to overrule this,” but this statement is 
made after his statement of fact that the Court has overruled its own 
decisions in the past and the question is not fully settled. Lincoln could 
have addressed Taney more directly by questioning him on the principle 
of the union of the states or on his interpretation of the Constitution but 
he does not. We can begin to understand this when we consider that by 
mentioning the Declaration, Chief Justice Taney essentially moves the 
question of Dred Scott’s citizenship and the status of slavery in general 
from the realm of judicial review into the realm of the political and 
fundamentally changes the character of the debate. By bringing in the 
Declaration of Independence, Chief Justice Taney brings in natural law 
and what was once a question of the rights of slaves and property owners 
under the Constitution of the United States in Taney’s hands turns into a 
question of the justness of slavery in Lincoln’s. When we look back at the 
opinion of the Supreme Court concerning Dred Scott’s citizenship, we can 
perhaps^ say that it is both constitutionally valid and pernicious. It is 
constitutionally valid because it proceeded according to a sound 
interpretation of the meaning of ‘citizenship’ as it was understood 
according to the principle of the union of states upon which the 
Constitution was founded. It is pernicious because by fallaciously
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interpreting the Declaration of Independence as a document of human 
law, it allowed others to disregard its writers' intentions in the political 
realm.

Endnotes
1. The Constitution of the United States, Article VII.
2. Lincoln writes: "We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all British subjects 

who where on this continent eighty-one years ago were created equal to all British 
subjects born and then residing in Britain.”

3. Another possibility, albeit a distant outlier, is that Chief Justice Taney brought in 
the Declaration of Independence in order to push the issue into the political realm in 
order to get resolved there. This, however, is not a claim that the author can fully stand 
behind.
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Wisdom and Wizardry:
Vimalakirti's Inconceivable Technique 

for Reinvigorating the Dharma
Brian Connolly

We have it on Buddha's authority that everything is impermanent. As 
related in the discourses of the Pali canon, he arrived at this realization in 
the course of an extended meditation which took him from the state of 
samadhi through the higher jhanas of non-thinking and non-perception, 
culminating in his attainment of nirvana, the abandonment of all 
attachment to notions of a permanent self, and the cessation of suffering. 
Whether, and how, such knowledge could be transmitted was an 
immediate source of concern for Buddha, who doubted the possibility of 
leading others on the Eightfold Path and was only compelled to teach the 
Dharma at the behest of Brahma Sampati. The issue of transmission has 
also been a matter of debate for Buddha's followers in the millennia since 
his enlightenment, as different interpretations of the original teachings 
developed and different schools of thought took shape. The Mahayana, or 
"great vehicle” school, posits a broader vision of the Dharma than, and 
distinguishes itself from, the Hinayana or "small vehicle" school, a vision 
that emphasizes the role of enlightened bodhisattvas in liberating those 
living beings who are still suffering, while placing less emphasis on the 
Sravaka, or "hearers,” tradition of Dharma transmission from teacher to 
disciple. Among the texts considered central to Mahayana Buddhism is 
The Holy Teaching of Vimalakirti, the strange and wonderful title 
character of which challenges the complacency of Buddha's disciples and 
restores the Dharma's radical power to effect liberation by getting back to 
the heart of Buddha's message: recognizing the fundamental emptiness 
and impermanence of everything as a means of escaping suffering.

Reading The Holy Teaching of Vimalakirti for the first time, in the 
context of Buddhist doctrine shaped by a series of discourses from the 
Pali canon [representing the core of the Dharma), to the Lotus Sutra 
[offering its Mahayana message of enlightenment for everyone, not just 
the sravakas — direct hearers — or monks), and Nagarjuna's 
Mulamadhayamakakarika [breaking down tendencies toward 
complacency or egoism with the relentless logic of his tetralemma), my 
reaction was to dismiss this text's fantastic episodes as mere special 
effects intended to keep readers or listeners entertained, thereby 
engaging their attention in the teaching itself, the fundamental 
impermanence of things.

On the surface, Vimalakirti's teaching struck me as a clear rebuke to 
the sravakas and the Hinayana approach to the Dharma, characterized by
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strict adherence to the Pali discourses. What better way to widen the 
perspective of narrow-minded orthodoxy than by taking the doctrine to 
mind-bending extremes? VimalakTrti's embodiment of the characteristic 
qualities of a Buddha while simultaneously engaging in the everyday 
world, and the magical effects he employs in subverting the self- 
satisfaction of Buddha's disciples, would seem to confirm his role as a 
larger-than-life counterpart to the Buddha. Thus, the initial questions I 
planned to investigate in this essay were, "Who is this Vimalakirti? Was 
he real, or simply made-up as a foil to Buddha, an expedient means for re
animating his stodgy disciples? And how do his teachings bolster or 
undermine the Dharma as taught by Buddha?"

As I approached the text again, paying closer attention to detail, it 
became harder to sustain any opposition between a "real" Buddha and a 
"make-believe" Vimalakirti. It became increasingly clear that the 
"inconceivable" technique employed by Vimalakirti was more than just 
rhetorical sleight of hand. The miraculous abilities attributed to 
Vimalakirti were not simply magical anecdotes included for dramatic 
effect. Rather, they were in fact performative demonstrations of his 
teaching that everything is magic, that the character of ultimate reality is 
like that of something conjured up by a magician — and that, no matter 
how deeply we penetrate into the nature of things, we will never find 
such a magician at work nor learn the trick. The question, "Who is 
Vimalakirti?" took on a deeper significance, pointing to other, larger 
questions (e.g. "What does VimalakTrti's teaching regarding the magical 
nature of ultimate reality say about the truth or reality of Buddha's 
enlightenment and the 'original Dharma' as described in the Pali Canon?") 
and, perhaps, to the biggest question of all: "Is anything real?" Rather 
than tackling that one head-on, though, it might be wiser to begin by 
investigating the meaning of magic in this mysterious text, starting with 
Buddha's conversion of the bodhisattva's umbrellas into a billion-fold 
canopy of jewels.

As soon as all these precious parasols had been laid down, 
suddenly, by the miraculous power of the Lord, they were 
transformed into a single precious canopy so great that it 
formed a covering for this entire billion-world galaxy. The 
surface of the entire billion-world galaxy was reflected in 
the interior of the great precious canopy, where the total 
content of this galaxy could be seen: limitless mansions of 
suns, moons and stellar bodies; the realm of the devas, 
nagas, yaksas ... all the great oceans, rivers, bays, 
torrents, streams, brooks, and springs; finally all the 
villages, suburbs, cities, capitals, provinces, and
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wildernesses. All this could be clearly seen by everyone.
And the voices of all the Buddhas of the ten directions 
could be heard proclaiming their teachings of the Dharma 
in all the worlds, the sounds reverberating in the space 
beneath the great precious canopy. (12)

As if this were not already an indication of the supernatural 
character of the text that will follow, the hymn with which "the young 
Licchavi Ratnakara" responds to the parasol marvel characterizes Buddha 
in a particularly revealing way, hailing his "inconceivable miraculous 
power":

Pure is your thought, having discovered the supreme 
transcendence of all trances ...

Although the Lord speaks with but one voice.
Those present perceive that same voice differently.

And each understands in his own language according to 
his own need.
This is a special quality of the Buddha ...

You nullify all signs in all things everywhere.
You are not subject to any wish for anything at all.
The miraculous power of the Buddhas is inconceivable.
1 bow to you, who stand nowhere, like infinite space.

(13-15)

The introductory phase of the text concludes with Buddha's explication of 
the meaning of buddha-fields — that individuals do not attain 
enlightenment in a vacuum, as it were, but in interdependent relation to 
all the other beings in their sphere at that moment. He then performs a 
marvel rivaling, if not exceeding, the illumination of the parasols, tapping 
the universe with his big toe in order to illustrate a point about the power 
of perspective:

Thereupon the Lord touched the ground of this billion- 
world-galactic universe with his big toe, and suddenly it 
was transformed into a huge mass of precious jewels, a 
magnificent array of many hundreds of thousands of 
clusters of precious gems, until it resembled the universe 
of the Tathagata Ratnavyuha, called Anantagunarat- 
navyuha. Everyone in the entire assembly was filled with 
wonder, each perceiving himself on a throne of jeweled 
lotuses.
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. . . The Buddha said, "Sariputra, this buddha-field is 
always thus pure, but the Tathagata makes it appear to be 
spoiled by many faults, in order to bring about the 
maturity of inferior living beings. (19]

Among the myriad onlookers who experience advancement toward 
enlightenment upon witnessing this manifestation of Buddha's 
magnificence are "eighty-four thousand living beings who were devoted 
to the grandeur of the buddha-field” [19]. Furthermore, it is they who, 
"having understood that all things are by nature but magical creations, all 
conceived in their own minds the spirit of unexcelled, totally perfect 
enlightenment" (19]. The spontaneous liberation of these eighty-four 
thousand living beings foreshadows the "inconceivable liberative" 
teaching of Vimalakirti and his magical approach to enlightenment, which 
takes up the remainder of the text.

The hyperbolic description of Vimalakirti given in the second chapter 
holds several clues as to his peculiar character and to his role as a teacher 
of the Dharma. Vimalakirti is portrayed as the embodiment of a host of 
seemingly impossible-to-reconcile contradictions. He epitomizes all the 
qualities of arahantship without having taken on the renunciative, 
meditative life of Buddha's disciples, and he shares Buddha's "special 
quality” of being understood by different people according to their needs. 
To paraphrase Shakespeare, he "out-Buddha's Buddha.”i Far from 
withdrawing from the world of samsara, he is described as being fully 
engaged in the everyday world of temptation and sin — though only in 
order to practice his liberating technique and guide other beings to the 
Dharma:

He made his appearance at the fields of sports and in the 
casinos, but his aim was always to mature those people 
who were attached to games and gambling ... He engaged 
in all sorts of businesses, yet had no interest in profit or 
possessions. To train living beings, he would appear at 
crossroads and on street corners, and to protect them he 
participated in government. To turn people away from the 
Hinayana and to engage them in the Mahayana, he 
appeared among listeners and teachers of the Dharma .. .
To demonstrate the evils of desire, he even entered the 
brothels. To establish drunkards in correct mindfulness, 
he entered all the cabarets. (21]

Note the reference to turning people away from the Hinayana and toward 
the Mahayana; this places the text itself in the category of a manifestation
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of Vimalakirti's liberative technique, since it documents a series of his 
appearances "among listeners and teachers of the Dharma."

The central conceit of the text is Vimalakirti's feigned illness. He 
states that he has undertaken to manifest this illness in order to solicit 
the concern of other living beings in the buddha-field, so that he might 
then liberate them by means of his "inconceivable” technique. When word 
spreads that he is not well, people flock from the nearby villages and 
surrounding countryside to offer their sympathy. He instructs them on 
the difference between the physical body ("so impermanent, fragile, 
unworthy of confidence, and feeble") and the "Tathagata body” ("born of 
gnosis . . . truth . . . reality . . . conscious awareness . . . ”), urging them to 
aspire toward the latter and to "conceive the spirit of unexcelled, perfect 
enlightenment” in order to "eliminate the sicknesses of the passions of all 
living beings” (23). Vimalakirti will later expand on this basic teaching to 
the community in his discourse on how to minister to a sick bodhisattva. 
However, it will be some time before any bodhisattvas or disciples check 
in to see what condition his condition is in.

Although Buddha intuits Vimalakirti's condition telepathically, and 
calls on his disciples to attend to him in his convalescence, all of them 
refuse except the crown prince Manjusri, each citing as the justification 
for his reluctance an episode in which he has been shown up by the 
enlightened layman. In each case, Vimalakirti's intervention destabilizes 
the secure position of the disciple, exhorting him to practice 
wholeheartedly in full engagement in the present, rather than limiting his 
practice or his teaching to dogmatic emulation of Buddha, dissuading him 
from believing himself to be enlightened and somehow excused from 
further participation in life.

Each of the boddhisattvas is mistaken to the extent that he is 
quantifying the state of enlightenment that he considers himself to have 
attained, or reifying the Dharma in a way that compromises its ineffable 
nature, obscuring the "voidness” or impermanence of everything, the 
realization of which is the catalyst of liberation. Vimalakirti deconstructs 
their mistakes, playing the role of Buddha in destroying the last major 
obstacle to their liberation: their attachment to their roles as disciples 
and to their dualistic conception of enlightenment.

Vimalakirti's exchange with the venerable Subhuti, whom he teases 
with a barrage of impossible-to-uphold precepts as the latter attempts to 
carry out his daily alms-round, indicates the text's position regarding the 
role of language both as a medium for interpreting reality — to be taken 
with a grain of salt — and as a means of liberation — to be understood as 
its ultimate meaning:
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"Reverend Subhuti, do not fear these words, and pick up 
your bowl. What do you think, reverend Subhuti? If it 
were an incarnation created by the Tathagata who spoke 
thus to you, would you be afraid?"
I answered, "No indeed, noble sir!" He then said, 
"Reverend Subhuti, the nature of all things is like an 
illusion, like a magical incarnation. So you should not fear 
them. Why? All words also have that nature, and thus the 
wise are not attached to words, nor do they fear them.
Why? All language does not ultimately exist, except as 
liberation. The nature of all things is liberation." (28)

The disciple Ananda's encounter with Vimalakirti, in which the former 
has been sent to obtain some milk for an indisposed Buddha, ends in 
much the same fashion, albeit with a punchline delivered by a 
disembodied voice from the sky: "Go and get the milk!” (37).

Another disciple, the venerable Upali, is chided when Vimalakirti 
overhears him disciplining two bhiksus. Vimalakirti points out that their 
transgression and shame are expressions of their mistaken, dualistic 
understanding of the situation, so addressing the issue in terms of an 
offender being punished would only further aggravate their suffering. In 
Vimalakirti's account, since they are not autonomous selves acting in 
reference to a fixed standard of behavior, there is neither agent nor 
misdeed. With both of these belonging to the categories of dualistic 
thought, not the thinking of ultimate reality, a different solution must be 
sought, reflecting the true nature of ultimate reality:

"Reverend Upali, the mind is neither within nor without, 
nor is it to be apprehended between the two. Sin is just 
the same as the mind, and all things are just the same as 
sin. They do not escape this same reality.
"Reverend Upali, this nature of the mind, by virtue of 
which your mind, reverend, is liberated — does it ever 
become afflicted?"

"Never,” [Upali] replied.

"Reverend Upali, the minds of all living beings have that 
very nature. Reverend Upali, passions consist of 
conceptualizations. The ultimate nonexistence of these 
conceptualizations and imaginary fabrications — that is 
the purity that is the intrinsic nature of the mind. 
Misapprehensions are passions. The ultimate absence of 
misapprehensions is the intrinsic nature of the mind. The
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presumption of self is passion. The absence of self is the 
intrinsic nature of the mind. Reverend Upali, all things are 
without production, destruction, and duration, like 
magical illusions, clouds, and lightning; all things are 
evanescent, not remaining even for an instant; all things 
are like dreams, hallucinations, and unreal visions; all 
things are like the reflection of the moon in water and like 
a mirror-image; they are born of mental construction.
Those who know this are called the true upholders of the 
discipline, and those disciplined in that way are indeed 
well disciplined." (30-31]

This radical formulation of the philosophy of impermanence speaks for 
itself; while letting it sink in, and before moving on, it is worth noting the 
way in which Vimalakirti plays on Upali's belief in his own enlightenment 
in order to draw him toward the broader view of the mind's intrinsic 
nature. This is another example of Vimalakirti 's Buddha-like ability to 
connect with interlocutors in just the right way.

Vimalakirti further clarifies the Dharma regarding enlightenment, 
and the role of bodhisattvas in liberating living beings, in his exchange 
with Maitreya, one of the major Buddhas in the Mahayana tradition. He 
encounters the latter discussing "the stage of nonregression of the great 
bodhisattvas” with "the gods of the Tusita heaven, the god Samtusita and 
his retinue," and steps in to set the record straight;

Maitreya, do not fool and delude these deities! No one 
abides in, or regresses from, enlightenment. Maitreya, you 
should introduce these deities to the repudiation of all 
discriminative constructions concerning enlightenment.
(34-5]

He goes on to offer the most explicit account yet of what enlightenment 
actually means:

. . . Enlightenment is free of presumptions concerning all 
objects. Enlightenment is free of the functioning of all 
intentional thoughts. Enlightenment is the annihilation of 
all convictions. Enlightenment is free from all 
discriminative constructions. Enlightenment is free from 
all vacillation, mentation, and agitation. Enlightenment is 
not involved in any commitments. Enlightenment is the 
arrival at detachment, through freedom from all habitual 
attitudes. The ground of enlightenment is the ultimate 
realm. Enlightenment is the realization of reality. (35]
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In case Maitreya might still have the idea that attaining 
enlightenment isn't so hard, after all, Vimalakirti wraps up his account 
with this mind-arresting aporia:

Enlightenment is without subjectivity and completely 
without object. Enlightenment, which penetrates the 
equality of all things, is undifferentiated. Enlightenment, 
which is not shown by any example, is incomparable. 
Enlightenment is subtle, since it is extremely difficult to 
realize. Enlightenment is all-pervasive, as it has the nature 
of infinite space. Enlightenment cannot be realized, either 
physically or mentally. Why? The body is like grass, trees, 
walls, paths, and hallucinations. And the mind is 
immaterial, invisible, baseless, and unconscious. (35)

In the face of such inscrutable insight, who can blame the disciples and 
bodhisattvas for feeling intimidated by Vimalakirti?

As the text moves into its main narrative phase, crown prince 
Manjusri agrees to visit the ailing Vimalakirti. In the course of their 
conversation, Vimalakirti explains how one ought to minister to a sick 
bodhisattva — recalling the ostensible premise of the narrative and 
stressing once again the doctrine of impermanence and emptiness:

What is the elimination of this sickness? It is the 
elimination of egoism and possessiveness. What is the 
elimination of egoism and possessiveness? It is the 
freedom from dualism. What is the freedom from 
dualism? It is the absence of involvement with either the 
external or the internal. What is the absence of 
involvement with either the external or the internal? It is 
nondeviation, nonfluctuation, and nondistraction from 
equanimity. What is equanimity? It is the equality of 
everything from self to liberation. Why? Because both self 
and liberation are void. How can they be void? As verbal 
designations, they both are void, and neither is 
established in reality. Therefore, one who sees such 
equality makes no difference between sickness and 
voidness; his sickness is itself voidness, and that sickness 
as voidness is itself void. (45)

Void, indeed — especially given the blow Vimalakirti has struck 
against language's ability to express truth or accurately encompass 
reality. In a discourse full of incisive insights into the Dharma, this is 
Vimalakirti at his most radical: he has feigned illness in order to draw an
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audience to hear his teaching that all illness is "feigned," that reality itself 
is ultimately empty.

He then uses the metaphor of sickness to lay out the bodhisattva's 
mission, in striking simplicity:

Although both pleasure and pain are abandoned when the 
buddha-qualities are fully accomplished, there is then no 
sacrifice of the great compassion for all living beings in 
the bad migrations. Thus, recognizing in his own suffering 
the infinite sufferings of these living beings, the 
bodhisattva correctly contemplates these living beings 
and resolves to cure all sicknesses. As for these living 
beings, there is nothing to be appiied, and there is nothing 
to be removed; one has oniy to teach them the Dharma, for 
them to realize the basis from which sicknesses arise.
What is this basis? It is object-perception . . . (45-6, my 
itaiics)

Having brought the discussion back around to "object-perception" — 
referred to elsewhere in the text in terms of dualism and egoism — as a 
crucial factor in the fabrication of our delusions about reality, Vimalakirti 
proceeds to outline "the domain of the bodhisattva" in terms that evoke 
Buddha's Middle Path: "Not the domain of the ordinary individual and not 
the domain of the saint, such is the domain of the bodhisattva" (47).

One of the funniest moments in the text^ follows the arrival of 
Buddha, his disciples, and assorted bodhisattvas at Vimalakirti's house, 
the disciples' erstwhile reluctance having been overcome by their sense 
of "safety in numbers" once Manjusri ventures to visit the intimidating 
instructor of the Dharma. Before the guests arrive, Vimalakirti casts a 
spell on the furniture, making it invisible and setting the scene for the 
following exchange:

Thereupon, the venerable Sariputra had this thought:
"There is not even a single chair in this house. Where are 
these disciples and bodhisattvas going to sit?"

The Licchavi Vimalakirti read the thought of the venerable 
Sariputra and said, "Reverend Sariputra, did you come 
here for the sake of the Dharma? Or did you come here for 
the sake of a chair?"

Sariputra replied, "I came for the sake of the Dharma, not 
for the sake of a chair." (51)

Aside from the obvious humor here, and the injunction not to miss the 
point of the teaching by getting distracted by concerns of protocol or
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personal comfort, this scene also invokes Vimalaklrti's critique of the 
sravaka's sedentary approach to Dharma, predicated for the most part on 
prolonged seated meditation.

Soon, there is more magical manipulation of furniture as Vimalakirti 
conjures up thirty-two hundred thousand thrones, elaborately jeweled 
and impossibly (forty-two thousand leagues?!) tall, from the Merudhvaja 
universe. These thrones "arranged themselves without crowding" as the 
house "seemed to enlarge itself accordingly;” although, the text notes, 
"Everything else appeared just as it did before" (51-2). Those 
bodhisattvas "who had attained the superknowledges” then magnify 
themselves and sit down. When the "beginner bodhisattvas" complain 
that they cannot reach such lofty seats, Vimalakirti gives them a lesson 
that enables them "to attain the five superknowledges” and take their 
seats, leaving only the hapless disciples of Buddha to remain, unable to 
mount their thrones. Vimalakirti instructs them to bow to the Tathagata 
Merupradiparaja (who sent the thrones at Vimalaklrti's telepathic 
request), which does the trick, so to speak: the disciples find themselves 
instantly grown to the appropriate size and seated among the others. This 
initially struck me as more puzzling than the spell of invisibility 
Vimalakirti cast on his household furniture; however, it makes sense in 
the context of Vimalaklrti's motive for applying — and teaching — his 
inconceivable liberative technique, namely to show the Dharma to those 
who have not been able to see it, and to clarify it for those who have 
mistaken it for something more, or less, than what it is. Just as Buddha's 
tapping of his big toe to illuminate the billion-world-galactic universe 
provided a momentary reminder that everything is always perfect, if only 
we would see it as such, so Vimalaklrti's manipulation of the thrones 
suggests that all the disciples who feel unworthy (or left out) need to do 
to participate in the magic is to acknowledge its reality.

Enlightenment only happens right now, each moment, and if one is 
hesitant or less than wholeheartedly present, then this is not that 
moment. As long as one treats enlightenment, Buddha, or the Dharma as 
if they were unreachable or magical, and this (world, body, mind, self) as 
if it were real — and thus incapable of "magical” transformation — so 
long will one keep oneself from "attaining” enlightenment, or 
understanding Buddha, or realizing the Dharma in the present, here and 
now.

Vimalaklrti's performative use of magic suggests that the failure to 
achieve liberation, represented here by doubt and feelings of 
unworthiness, is not as big a problem as one might think; It is not a "real” 
problem, at all. Rather, it is a failure on the part of the imagination or 
consciousness to let go of dualistic thinking - thinking that posits 
enlightenment or the Dharma as anything other than full realization of 
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the present moment in the present moment — which could never be 
conceived of "as such," in words or ideas. This is, of course, another 
demonstration of the aptness of the name of Vimalakirti 's technique: 
"inconceivable.”

Enlightenment is inconceivable because of the unthinkable, 
unspeakable complexity of the interdependent conditions converging in 
the singular moment of liberation, which is always right now. This 
inconceivability makes any discussion of past experiences, let alone past 
lives, rather beside the point for any but the most qualified bodhisattvas. 
The same applies to speculation about the future, especially the terms 
and time-table of one's attainment of nirvana. This is not to devalue the 
role of meditative practice or study of the Dharma as recorded in the Pali 
canon. For these are among the means that can help one reduce one's 
attachments to the point where one realizes the inconceivability of 
ultimate reality. Neither practice nor study, however, can definitively 
account for the experience of enlightenment; it is beyond all... (fill in the 
blank).

The question that most troubles me when I consider the 
simultaneous enormity and ineffability of all this — namely, how one is 
supposed to feel compassion toward others in the wake of such an 
inconceivable experience — is taken up in the chapter entitled, "The 
Goddess":

Manjusri then asked further, "Noble sir, if a bodhisattva 
considers all living beings in such a way, how does he 
generate the great love [karuna] toward them?”

Vimalakirti replied, "Manjusri, when a bodhisattva 
considers all living beings in this way, he thinks: Just as I 
have realized the Dharma, so should 1 teach it to living 
beings.” Thereby, he generates the love that is truly a 
refuge for all living beings; the love that is peaceful 
because free of grasping; the love that is not feverish, 
because free of passion; the love that accords with reality 
because it is equanimous in all three times; the love that is 
without conflict because free of the violence of the 
passions; the love that is nondual because it is involved 
neither with the external nor the internal; the love that is 
imperturbable because totally ultimate.” (57]

This kind of compassion toward others bears little resemblance to 
conventional, dualistic formulae of concern — "I love you” or "I care 
about your suffering” — which reveal even in their syntax the opposition 
between subject and object that is reconciled in Vimalakirti's teaching.
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What he describes is compassion that arises out of a deep understanding 
of our interdependence, and out of the awareness that suffering — 
because it is not real — is unnecessary. It is not a subject's self-interested 
seeking of validation from other empowered egos, nor the quid pro quo 
logic of a social economy of discrete souls negotiating the daily 
transactions of their alienated existences.

Soon after Vimalakirti's explication of this inconceivable compassion, 
the "goddess" of the chapter's title engages in an exchange with Sariputra, 
delivering another iteration of the teaching about ultimate reality (and 
making a striking point about gender and equanimity, at the same time]. 
First, she offers this analogy:

Goddess: Although I have sought my "female state" for 
these twelve years, I have not yet found it. Reverend 
Sariputra, if a magician were to incarnate a woman by 
magic, would you ask her, "what prevents you from 
transforming yourself out of your female state?"

Sariputra: No! Such a woman would not really exist, so 
what would there be to transform?

Goddess: Just so. Reverend Sariputra, all things do not 
really exist. (61)

Then, after magically trading bodies with Sariputra and then trading 
back, the goddess pushes him to make the connection to the broader 
question of liberation, not so subtly critiquing his self-assurance 
regarding nirvana in one of the text's finest (and funniest] episodes of 
dialectic:

Goddess: Reverend Sariputra, what have you done with 
your female form?

Sariputra: I neither made it nor did I change it.

Goddess: Just so, all things are neither made nor changed, 
and that they are not made and not changed, that is the 
teaching of the Buddha.

Sariputra: Goddess, where will you be born when you 
transmigrate after death?

Goddess: I will be born where all the magic incarnations of 
the Tathagata are born.
Sariputra: But the emanated incarnations of the Tathagata 
do not transmigrate nor are they born.
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Goddess: All things and living beings are just the same; 
they do not transmigrate nor are they born!

Sariputra: Goddess, how soon will you attain the perfect 
enlightenment of Buddhahood?

Goddess: At such time as you, elder, become endowed 
once more with the qualities of an ordinary individual, 
then will I attain the perfect enlightenment of 
Buddhahood.

Sariputra: Goddess, it is impossible that I should become 
endowed once more with the qualities of an ordinary 
individual.

Goddess: Just so, reverend Sariputra, it is impossible that I 
should attain the perfect enlightenment of Buddhahood!
Why? Because perfect enlightenment stands upon the 
impossible. Because it is impossible, no one attains the 
perfect enlightenment of Buddhahood. (62]

This humorous "harassment” of one bodhisattva by another highlights 
the danger of conceiving of oneself as extraordinary, and underscores 
once more the radical ineffability of the Dharma.

The text reaches its climax with Vimalakirti's minification of the 
universe in which he attained nirvana — a sort of magic show-and-tell for 
the disciples and bodhisattvas. By this point, it is hard to imagine any 
attentive reader still registering surprise at the supernatural extent of his 
technique. That this demonstration is another performative expression of 
the "inconceivable liberation” is shown by the way the episode concludes:

While Vimalakirti, with his miraculous power, showed 
them thus the universe Abhirati and the Tathagata 
Aksobhya, one hundred and forty thousand living beings 
among the men and gods of the Saha universe conceived 
the spirit of unexcelled, perfect enlightenment, and all of 
them formed a prayer to be reborn in the universe 
Abhirati. And the Buddha prophesied that in the future all 
would be reborn in the universe Abhirati. And the Licchavi 
Vimalakirti, having thus developed all the living beings 
who could thereby be developed, returned the universe 
Abhirati exactly to its former place. (66]

The response of Sariputra, one of Buddha's closest disciples (and the 
target of many of the text's slights of the Hinayana school], hails 
Vimalakirti's prowess as a liberator and suggests a Mahayana
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interpretation of Buddha's legacy ("whether the Tathagata himself still 
actually exists ...together with a suggestion (though there is "no need 
to mention” it) of how this teaching might be applied:

We have gained great benefit from having seen a holy man 
such as he. We have gained a great benefit from having 
heard such teaching of the Dharma, whether the 
Tathagata himself still actually exists or whether he has 
already attained ultimate liberation. Hence, there is no 
need to mention the great benefit for those who, having 
heard it, believe it, rely on it, embrace it, remember it, 
read it, and penetrate to its depth; and having found faith 
in it, teach, recite, and show it to others and apply 
themselves to the yoga of meditation upon its teaching.

(95)

It might be tempting to contrast the giddy sensationalism of the 
Vimalaklrti text with the scientific approach found in some of the Pali 
canon discourses. In the former, universes become playthings and 
furniture is magically manipulated; in the latter, Buddha methodically 
analyses the 12-linked chain of dependent arising and catalogs series 
upon series of wholesome and unwholesome conditions and aggregates. 
At the heart of both teachings, however, is the recognition of the 
fundamental impermanence of everything. While he was living and 
teaching the Dharma, Buddha is described as having been able to tell any 
student or interlocutor just what they needed to hear to realize the Way. 
Vimalaklrti demonstrates this same skill in his application of the Dharma, 
exposing the rut into which the disciples' practice has fallen — a rut that 
threatens any such complacent or selfish practice.

Vimalaklrti teaches that realizing the Dharma can never be reduced 
to a strictly renunciative or monastic approach, for the very reduction 

implies a dualistic attachment to a self that distinguishes that 
particular approach as privileged or exclusive, when the truth is infinitely 
more complicated — inconceivably so, in fact. Dogmatism, even when 
well-intentioned or employed in the service of a method as thorough
going as Buddha's, is merely the replacement of one set of illusions with 
another. Subscribing to a particular view and excluding other 
perspectives establishes new, more intractable obstacles on one's path to 
liberation, rather than facilitating the inconceivable insight that leads one 
to see all obstacles as constructs formed by the interaction of "internal" 
consciousness and "external" reality. Abandoning the dualism of a "real" 
subject trying to find its way in a "real" world, one is free to become a 
participant in the reality of what is happening right now.
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Was Vimalakirti a real historical person, like Siddhartha Gautama, or 
simply a fictional character created to revitalize the Dharma and reclaim 
the radical message of the latter's teachings? I certainly do not know, but 
as people often say about a pivotal figure in history, if he did not exist, 
someone would have had to invent him. Somehow, perhaps through the 
inevitable sedimentation and erosion that affects any tradition in the 
course of time, in the wake of Buddha's death the Dharma as he taught it 
was reduced to a shadow, if not a caricature, of itself as it was codified 
and passed on from one generation of seekers to the next, thus, 
cementing certain formal aspects of Buddhist practice and investing 
authority in hierarchical institutions that exercised dogmatic supervision. 
Whereas the living Buddha could teach the Dharma effectively to any 
audience, be they bhiksus, bodhisattvas, or laypeople, after his death that 
unlimited flexibility was lost as the method became enshrined, fixed in 
the minds of monastic followers as limited strictly to the original Dharma 
lessons. Distinctions which Buddha may have employed merely "for the 
sake of discourse" — literally, as expedient means to facilitate the 
liberation of other living beings — came to be taken as strict divisions 
between the different ways in which one could undertake to learn the 
Dharma, as if only one special school of magicians could ever learn the 
trick, or only one decoder ring could crack the code.

Vimalakirti demonstrates that in a world of make-believe, we are all 
participants in the magic, and the open secret is that we only suffer and 
inflict suffering on others when we forget that fundamental truth. 
Enlightenment — the realization this very moment that everything is 
impermanent and interdependent — can be thought of as the state of 
being "in on the secret.” Whether one learns a secret quickly or only finds 
it out after being "in the dark” for a long time, the dawning of awareness 
cannot really be said to happen by itself, because so many variables 
necessarily are involved. This is the implication of Buddha's doctrine of 
dependent arising. The process whereby one is liberated from one's 
attachments is always co-determined by a myriad of internal factors and 
external circumstances, so it does not really happen spontaneously or 
"out of the blue.” One can surely say, however, that it happens "as if by 
magic,” because it can never be explained in rational terms.

By revealing the magical nature of ultimate reality, Vimalakirti does 
not undermine Buddha's original Dharma, but deconstructs it and 
restores its original power to liberate beings from suffering through the 
abandonment of views and the breaking of attachments. His upbraiding 
of Buddha's disciples, illuminating the gulf between their sedentary, 
intellectualized practice and the engaged compassion of a true 
bodhisattva, is a reminder to all seekers of enlightenment not to take
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themselves, or their inherently limited conceptual notions of the Dharma, 
too seriously.

Concepts and language can never encompass, penetrate or explain 
ultimate reality. Thus, they must be used provisionally without insistence 
upon some essential connection between ideas or words, on the one 
hand, and reality, on the other. Such an insistent, dogmatic approach to 
Dharma, philosophy or the routines and habits of daily life — the belief 
that reality can be definitively known and that application of such 
definitive knowledge can be applied to achieve concrete results — is 
doomed from the moment an autonomous subject is posited. This belief 
necessitates the post facto construction of processes and causal 
relationships to attempt to account for an inconceivably profound reality 
that is far more integral, more intricately interconnected, than we can 
ever imagine. Vimalakirti's insight into the tenuous relationship between 
thought, language and reality, foreshadows the post-modern 
"hermeneutical turn" epitomized by the writings of Husserl, Heidegger, 
Derrida and Deleuze, among other "Western" thinkers, and reminds us 
that in the face of the ineffability of the things themselves — the magical 
inconceivability of it all — it is wiser to proceed with a sense of wonder 
(or, at least, respect) than with a set of solipsistic prejudices, be they 
psychological or metaphysical.

In the text's final chapter, "The Dharma-Door of Non-Duality," after 
the bodhisattvas have expounded on a myriad of seeming oppositions 
that are overcome when seen from a non-dual perspective, crown prince 
Manjusri is asked to give his version of the teaching; he gently chides the 
bodhisattvas for missing the point — again — then offers his own 
succinct definition of nonduality before deferring to Vimalakirti for 
further elucidation:

Manjusri replied, "Good sirs, you have all spoken well. 
Nevertheless, all your explanations are themselves 
dualistic. To know no one teaching, to express nothing, to 
say nothing, to explain nothing, to announce nothing, to 
indicate nothing, and to designate nothing — that is the 
entrance into nonduality."
Then the crown prince Manjusri said to the Licchavi 
Vimalakirti: "We have all given our own teachings, noble 
sir. Now, may you elucidate the teaching of the entrance 
into the principle of nonduality!"
Thereupon, the Licchavi Vimalakirti kept his silence, 
saying nothing at all.
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The crown prince Manjusri applauded the Liccavi 
VimalakTrti: "Excellent! Excellent, noble sir! This is indeed 
the entrance into the nonduality of the bodhisattvas. Here 
there is no use for syllables, sounds, and ideas.” (77]

Taking my cue from Vimalakirti's silence and from the five thousand 
bodhisattvas who, having witnessed it, "entered the door of the Dharma 
of nonduality and attained tolerance of the birthlessness of things,” I will 
conclude the essay here, leaving the Dharma-door open, as it were, to 
further interpretation, assenting to VimalakTrti's inconceivable logic by 
not saying anything more.
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The Problem of Pederasty in Plato's Phaedrus
John Hungerford

In Plato’s Phaedrus Socrates gives two speeches, each providing an 
account of erotic love. These two speeches appear to be opposites, and in 
fact Socrates presents the second (Palinode] as a correction of the first. It 
is tempting to interpret the first speech simply as a rhetorical 
demonstration by Socrates which requires repair by the second speech. 
However, a close look at the first speech reveals that it is in fact a 
necessary complement to the second speech. This paper will examine in 
detail the second half of this first speech, in which Socrates lays out the 
reasons why a boy should not gratify a lover. In doing so, this paper will 
attempt to gain some insight into the concerns of the lover and the 
beloved regarding erotic relationships.

Socrates begins the second part of his speech with the suggestion 
that since the definition of love has been stated, we should now look at 
the benefit and harm produced by gratifying the lover or non-lover. It is 
worth noting that the earlier criteria for an appropriate definition of love 
were "what kind of thing it is” and "what powers it has" (237d]. Socrates 
has met at least the first of these criteria by defining love as a certain kind 
of desire, but it is not clear exactly what its powers are. In fact, it seems 
that by enumerating the benefits and harms produced by gratification, we 
will gain some sense of its power, but then why does Socrates claim that 
the definition is already adequately set down?

One possible answer to this question is that in defining Eros as a 
desire which "masters opinion striving toward what's correct,” Socrates 
meant us to regard this as its power. It is worth noting that Socrates does 
not say that it overcomes opinion aiming at the "best” as he had phrased 
it in his account of moderation, but instead uses the Greek word to opdov, 
suggesting a more conventional concern. Perhaps love's power (or at 
least, the power it might have that would be of interest to the 
philosopher] is its ability to "conquer” conventional opinion. It is also 
worth noting that Socrates identifies the desire for beautiful bodies as the 
source of this power, regardless of whether or not love is at bottom 
directed toward the beautiful as such.

In applying this definition to the question of gratification, Socrates 
observes that "one ruled by desire and a slave to pleasure must... make 
preparations for the beloved to be as pleasant as possible” (238e]. This 
statement becomes the basis for his whole account of the lover’s actions 
in relation to his boyfriend. While this makes sense given love's 
definition, this characterization of the lover overlooks the earlier 
ambiguity regarding the object of love’s desire. We recall that there are at
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least two kinds of desire attributed to the lover: the desire for the 
pleasure of beauty, and the desire for beautiful bodies. It is not clear 
which of these will be his priority in dealing with the beloved, and 
depending on which the priority is, his behavior might be very different.

In fact, from the definition, it seems that love is directed primarily 
toward beauty itself [or the pleasure of beauty). We recall that this 
definition ultimately amounted to "desire without reason which masters 
the opinion striving toward what’s correct and is led toward the pleasure 
of beauty, and which, in turn mightily gaining strength from desires that 
are akin to itself toward the beauty of bodies, conquers in its leading" 
(238b-c). As such, the lover in the strictest sense of the word would try to 
get as close as possible to beauty understood this way. The fact that love 
gains its "might" from the secondary desire for beautiful bodies suggests, 
however, that such desires would likely play some role in even the purest 
of lovers. As such, we should expect the inclinations of the lover to be 
somewhat mixed. While he might be more or less concerned with 
pleasures of the body, we should also wonder if he might have a deeper 
concern for beauty that would prevent him from simply seeking sexual 
pleasure from the beloved.

Socrates' first claim in his account of the benefit and harm of Erotic 
love is that "to a sick person, everything that does not resist is pleasant, 
while what is stronger or equal is hateful." Socrates seems to appeal to 
the terms Phaedrus has set for Socrates' speech: "I shall grant you to set 
down the lover's being more sick than the nonlover" [236b). It is 
important to recognize however, that Socrates himself never endorses 
this opinion. Phaedrus’ concession was actually in response to a very 
different observation by Socrates: "who, do you suppose, saying that one 
must gratify the nonlover rather than the lover, would pass over lauding 
the one's prudence and blaming the other's folly?" [235e-236a). While 
Socrates is willing to demonstrate the lover’s folly, it is not clear that he 
means the lover is necessarily sick, as Phaedrus assumed. We should 
therefore wonder, regarding Socrates’ claim in his speech, whether there 
might not be a healthy sort of lover, and what he might be like. More 
specifically, we should wonder whether a lover might be willing to 
endure, or perhaps sometimes even prefer resistance.

Taking into account these last two considerations [first, that the 
pleasure sought by the lover might be that of beauty itself and not 
necessarily sexual, and second, that the lover might not be sick and 
therefore might be willing to tolerate resistance), we end up having 
multiple possibilities to consider in the course of the argument. On the 
surface, it seems we are meant to assume a sick lover whose concern is 
for getting sexual gratification as easily as possible. Underneath this.
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however, we must consider the possibility of a healthy lover concerned 
with the beautiful as such, and what his relation to the beloved might be.i

This possibility becomes immediately relevant to his argument. In 
enumerating the consequences of these premises, Socrates begins with 
the effect the lover will have on the boy's intellect. He lists a number of 
weaknesses which he argues will make the beloved easier to catch. The 
lover, he claims, will want his boy to be unlearned, cowardly, incapable of 
speaking, and slow of wit. While it is possible that all of these will help the 
lover catch the boy, we have to wonder whether some part of the boy’s 
attractiveness is sacrificed in this. The argument only makes sense for the 
lover if he is merely concerned with the pleasure of the boy's body. As we 
have seen, however, it is not clear that this is the lover’s only concern; in 
fact, it might not even be the essential concern of Eros.

Socrates’ expansion of this to the cultivation of the beloved’s soul has 
a similar problem. Socrates claims that the lover will do everything to 
keep the beloved away from beneficial associations because he is "afraid 
of being despised” (239b]. The most beneficial of these he identifies as 
that which enables him to become a philosopher. This argument seems 
relevant only to those lovers who risk being despised by boys with 
intelligence. In other words, it is the lovers who do not deserve lovers 
that run this risk.

This is very likely a concern for any lover with a realistic degree of 
insecurity. However, it also ignores an important possibility: namely, that 
some lovers might be concerned with deserving the affection of the boy. 
Such a concern might encourage the lover to improve himself, and might 
also cause him to be attracted to more intelligent boys whose affection 
would be more valuable to him. Despite this possibility, we must admit 
that regardless of the caliber of the lover, it remains a problem that as 
long as the lover is concerned with having the boy as his boyfriend, it is 
unlikely that he would want the boy to become better than himself if the 
boy would lose interest as a result. This seems to indicate a basic problem 
with love and friendship, and a limit to the possibility of goodwill.^ The 
resolution of this problem seems only possible if the lover is the best 
possible, or if the lover’s relationship with the boy is not his primary 
concern.

The problem with the sick lover becomes more pronounced when 
Socrates considers his attitude toward the beloved’s body. Here Socrates 
observes that the lover, wanting his beloved to be as pleasant as possible, 
will seek a boy who is "soft and not solid, reared not in pure sunlight but 
under mixed shade, inexperienced in manly toils and hard sweat but 
experienced in a delicate and unmanly way of life, adorned with alien 
colors and ornaments for want of his own, practicing all the other things 
that follow from this” (239c]. As with the case of the intellectual virtues, 
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we might wonder whether the lover might not want his beloved to have a 
physique which reflects strength or fitness of some kind. We might expect 
manlier qualities to be attractive to the lover.

Socrates brings our attention to this possibility when he points out 
that a soft and feminine boy would wear "alien colors and ornaments for 
want of his own," suggesting that the cultivation of the body in manly 
pursuits might produce its own sort of decoration. This consideration, 
however, is complicated by the fact that the lover is drawn to younger 
boys, typically before the manlier features of their bodies become 
prominent (e.g. when a beard first begins to appear, but before it 
becomes dark and thick). It seems that Greek lovers were drawn to boys 
when they were softer and more feminine in appearance. However, if it 
were simply a "feminine” beauty that they were drawn to, why did they 
fall in love with boys and not girls — or why adolescent rather than pre
adolescent boys?

Perhaps pederasty itself speaks to a certain tension in one's 
understanding of the beautiful. Lovers of boys must have been attracted 
to the soft and delicate sort of beauty we might associate with the 
feminine, but they are nevertheless drawn toward a masculine 
embodiment of it. If this is the case, we must suppose that their interest in 
boys is not derived entirely from the body. By bringing our attention to 
these two different standards of the fitness of the body, we are lead to 
wonder whether the concern for beautiful bodies is as simple as we might 
have assumed: It seems that the beauty sought in pederasty must be 
more than concern for physical beauty, and that some concern for the 
soul of the beloved must be present.

Socrates expands his discussion of the cultivation of the body with 
his final observation that the body preferred by the lover in question (and 
we must ask whether this speaks for all lovers) will be particularly 
unsuited to help the beloved’s city, friends, and lovers in war or other 
times of need. By reminding us of the utility of a manly sort of body in the 
polis, Socrates brings our attention to a conventional dimension of 
aesthetics. While Socrates raises this consideration as though it were 
secondary, we have to wonder whether at least part of the preference for 
tough, rugged, and otherwise manly appearances comes from the fact 
that it is necessary for the city's protection (and perhaps often for the 
private family’s protection) to have such men around. In other words, it 
seems that some aspect of the beautiful might come from a concern for 
utility, or for the good; what role such concerns play in our experience of 
the beautiful, however, is not entirely clear.

After looking at the harm that will befall the beloved’s body under 
the supervision of the lover, Socrates turns the discussion toward the 
boy’s possessions. Socrates does not begin with the possessions as we
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might understand them; i.e., such as property and wealth. Instead, he 
insists that "the lover would pray above all that the beloved be bereft of 
the most friendly, best-disposed, and most divine possessions; for he 
would accept the beloved’s being deprived of father, mother, kin, and 
friends, considering them hinderers and censors of the most pleasant 
intercourse with him” (239e-240a3.

Socrates’ next claim regarding the boy’s possessions is that the lover 
will desire that the boy be deprived of a wealthy estate, as it would not 
make him easy "to catch, nor, when caught, as easily manageable” (240a). 
Socrates does not explain, however, why being wealthy would make the 
boy more difficult to catch. The most obvious possibility is that the boy 
would have no need of the lover if he were already rich. This suggestion, 
however, only applies if the boy’s only interest in the lover is for gain. 
There are suggestions in both this speech and in Lysias’s that perhaps the 
boy is willing to gratify the lover simply for some kind of material benefit. 
In the Palinode, however, Socrates suggests that the boy’s attraction to 
the lover is finally an Erotic one, but simply of a different sort. We have to 
wonder, then, whether boy’s wealth is a necessary consideration for 
lover.

The Palinode therefore opens up the question of whether there 
might be a pederastic relationship which is not simply the trading of sex 
for gain, and whether a boy might love the lover in return regardless of 
the lover’s ability to provide for him.^ If Socrates’ account in the Palinode 
is accurate, it might even be the case that most (or perhaps even all) 
pederastic relationships are like this to some extent. In this case we must 
wonder why the lover needs to be concerned with the possessions of the 
boy at all. In the Symposium, for instance, we hear an account of 
Alcibiades — a beautiful, wealthy, aristocrat — availing himself for 
Socrates, who has not a penny.^

Socrates finally points out that not only would the lover want the 
beloved to lose his parents, siblings, friends, and fortune, but he would 
also want him to remain unwed, childless and without a household of his 
own. In considering the possessions of the boy, it is interesting that 
Socrates focuses to such an extent on the household and the family. On 
the one hand, this entails a more sophisticated understanding of 
possessions, insofar as it correctly identifies human relationships as the 
most important possessions; however, it also makes us wonder about 
how the Erotic relationship might compare to these. In the Palinode, 
Socrates points out that the reason the boy becomes attracted to the lover 
is that he sees in the lover a devotion that surpasses that of any of his 
friends or relatives (255b). The first speech assumes that the "most 
friendly, best disposed, and most divine possessions” are one’s family and 
friends (239e-240a). The Palinode, on the other hand, raises the 
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possibility that perhaps pulling the boy away from the family is not such a 
bad thing; that is, if the philosophic way of life is as good as Socrates' 
account suggests. Socrates’ own life suggests that this discussion of the 
beloved’s possessions does not reflect his own priorities; he was 
notoriously poor, uninterested in his own family, and despised for taking 
boys away from theirs.^

Furthermore, Socrates considers another factor regarding the 
benefits and harms of the lover. His treatment of the matter suggests that 
pederasty is not only a problem for the beloved, but perhaps also a 
political problem for the city. In Socrates’ account, the lover tears boys 
away from their families, prevents them from being useful to the city 
(namely discourages them from military virtue], and prevents them from 
starting families of their own. While this might happen to some extent 
with lovers themselves, there is evidence that, in practice, pederasty was 
able to coexist with the city’s political life, and perhaps even encourage 
civic and military virtue.®

On the other hand, Socrates’ own relationship with boys seems 
representative of the political complications indicated in this passage. 
Philosophy, if anything, seems to draw men away from the concerns of 
the city. Philosophers were notorious for avoiding the important business 
of the city and were considered indolent. Alcibiades left Socrates because 
he was afraid of spending his life in idleness.^ We have to wonder if a 
philosophical relationship would not be more likely to produce the soft 
body which is scorned in this speech, or produce the kind of man who is 
useless in times of political need. Considered this way, perhaps this first 
speech reveals a side of philosophical Eros not considered in the 
Palinode; namely, that it may be in tension with the needs of the city.®

Socrates continues to criticize pederasty on the grounds that "one of 
the same age delights another,” arguing that the difference in age will 
make for an unpleasant friendship (240c]. It is clear that older men and 
boys do not tend to become friends, and without some ulterior 
motivation, most people are not interested in spending time with those 
well outside their age range. We must wonder how lovers and beloveds 
tend to spend their time. What activities do they enjoy together? To what 
degree can. they sympathize with one another, or share common 
concerns? We must think that friendships among those of the same age 
can allow for a satisfaction that is difficult for those very different in age.

Socrates, however, somewhat undermines this notion by explaining 
the reason behind the age difference. It is not age in itself, he points out, 
but rather the dissimilarity that goes along with age that is the problem 
for friendship. It is merely that equal time lived leads to "equal pleasures 
through similarity" (240c]. This does not rule out the possibility, 
however, of equal pleasures through similarity without equal time. It
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seems instead merely to explain why equal pleasures tend to occur with 
equal time. In the Palinode, for instance, Socrates indicates that the boy 
and the lover are able to enjoy philosophy together.

In fact, Socrates’ argument might even provide an explanation for 
why an older man would need to look for young boys for friendship. If 
similarity is necessary for friendship (namely, similar desires for similar 
pleasures), a man who has uncommon desires might be lonely among 
men his own age. Such a man might have to find young men whom he can 
educate in such a way that they will share his preferences. This might 
characterize to some extent the situation in which a man like Socrates has 
found himself. Given that philosophy (as a way of life) was held in 
contempt by most and regarded with indifference by the rest, Socrates 
would have to look to the young to find companions in his quest for 
wisdom. Older men would have been too set in their ways to turn to 
philosophy.

While this may be an appealing prospect to a philosopher, it is not 
clear that it is entirely satisfactory for an erotic lover. Pederasty seems to 
have an unavoidable asymmetry; namely, with regards to the pleasure 
derived from such a relationship. While the lover enjoys beholding his 
beloved and derives sexual gratification from him, it is unclear what 
satisfaction the beloved derives from his lover. We have seen evidence 
that the beloved was understood to benefit in more conventional ways by 
the lover. If this is the case, however, there seems to be an enormous gulf 
between their respective enjoyment. It then begs the question, whether 
the lover would be entirely satisfied with such a relationship; it is likely 
that the lover would prefer his beloved to return a love with the same 
depth of feeling. It is likely that the lover would want a beloved who 
derives satisfaction in the same way as he himself does.

In his comparison of an erotic relationship and friendship, Socrates 
observes that even friendship among equals has its satiety. In this notion 
we see the excessive character of Eros; the lover is unable or unwilling to 
rest from his attentions to the beloved. This is an important consideration 
with the Palinode in mind; the Palinode includes satiety in its vision of the 
divine. Socrates' portrays the Gods moving in a continuing circle in the 
heavens, periodically feasting on the sight of the true beings, only to 
return home to rest and feed their horses (247c-e). This divine way of life 
(if it can be called life) for the Gods has a very different character than the 
life sought by an erotic type who dreams of a perfect motionless 
satisfaction. In contrast to Eros, the satiety of friendship is not so much a 
problem. As seen in the Palinode, one takes nourishment from friendly 
intercourse and then rests. Erotic love, however, is disappointed in 
gratification insofar as it destroys the hopes for a more complete 
contentment.
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After arguing for the inferiority of pederasty to friendship between 
equals, Socrates proceeds to criticize it on the grounds that "the lover in 
relation to the boy" is most of all characterized by compulsion, which "is 
said ... to be grievous to everyone" (240c-d). The lover, Socrates tells us, 
"is driven by necessity and frenzy" in his attentions to the boy. It is 
interesting to note that this argument seems to apply exclusively to the 
lover, who is presented as a slave to his passion, whereas compulsion is 
not mentioned at all with respect to the boy. While there has been 
evidence that the lover’s behavior is unpleasant to others, we might 
wonder whether being enslaved to his love might not be most grievous to 
himself. This consideration brings into light an aspect of this speech that 
has been somewhat tacit until this point: Socrates’ speech is as much 
directed toward the lover as it is to the boy.

Socrates then asks, "But as for the beloved, by giving what 
exhortation or what pleasures can the frenzy cause him, associating with 
the lover for the same time, not to reach the utmost point of 
unpleasantness?" (240d). While we might imagine the attentions of the 
lover could be pleasant, assuming he is able to serve his beloved well, 
Socrates introduces a curious twist when he asks what "exhortation" 
might make the time pleasant for the beloved. After all, an exhortation is 
not the first thing that comes to mind when one imagines pleasant 
pastimes. By introducing this unexpected suggestion, Socrates perhaps 
means for us to ask whether it is simply the pleasure or the benefits of 
having a dedicated servant that might appeal to the beloved. We recall, 
for instance, that it was Socrates’ speeches that drew Alcibiades to 
Socrates. Alcibiades seemed to see something in Socrates that was both 
beautiful and good, and sensed he could benefit in some important way 
by associating with Socrates. This question presents something of a 
challenge to the lovers who are listening to Socrates’ speech. It suggest 
that perhaps exhortations are the way to the a boy’s heart.^

Socrates’ account of the unpleasantness of the lover reaches its 
climax with a subtle but compelling reference to the sex act: "he [the 
beloved] sees an older face, and not in the bloom of youth, with the other 
things that follow along with this, which are not delightful to even hear in 
speech, not to mention the ever-pressing necessity to manage them even 
in deed" (240d-e]. This is the first time the sexual act is brought to our 
attention, and it is addressed as from the perspective of the boy. This is a 
very important admission in the speech insofar as it reveals that Socrates’ 
speech cannot have the same goal as Lysias’s [as was initially claimed). 
Lysias’s speech was meant to convince the boy to gratify a nonlover; it 
never brings the boy’s attention to the unpleasant nature of sex. By 
addressing the unpleasant aspects of sex itself, Socrates extends his 
argument past the bounds of Lysias’s parameters: perhaps the boy should
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not gratify any man at all. This short passage also reinforces the problem 
of asymmetry. According to Socrates, friendship consists of equality of 
pleasures, and we have begun to wonder how satisfied either party 
(especially the lover, who likely has more invested in the relationship 
than the boy] could be with such vast differences in their enjoyments. The 
sex act seems to be the extreme example of this: it is in gratification that 
the lover is most pleased, and yet for the beloved it is unpleasant. Not 
only would bringing this up remind the beloved how undesirable erotic 
love is, but we have to imagine that it would also remind the lover how 
one-sided his sexual enjoyment is.

Following this brief and veiled reminder of the sex act, Socrates 
brings our attention to the jealousy of the lover. While this jealousy is 
certainly unpleasant to the beloved, it also speaks to the insecurity of the 
lover. If the only tie unifying the boy with the lover is the benefit he 
stands to gain, it seems unlikely that he would remain loyal. Therefore, 
what assurance does such a lover ever have of his beloved’s faithfulness? 
This concern seems to be as much a problem for the lover as for the 
beloved. We also have to wonder, however, how this looks to the beloved. 
Socrates depicts the lover as keeping the boy "under guard with guards 
that spy out evil all the time” (240e]. This suggests that the lover will see 
evil when there is none, or at the very least: what the lover may recognize 
as evil will not appear as such to the beloved. However, it might also be 
that the beloved sees the lover as protecting him in some way. 
Furthermore, it may perhaps be by some such manipulation that the 
lover is able to "manage" his beloved.

Socrates’ final observation on the matter of asymmetry is that the 
beloved is forced to account for the lover’s "untimely and excessive 
praises” in addition to "reproaches that are not bearable when the lover 
is sober, but when he has gotten into strong drink, shameful in addition” 
(240e]. As was indicated earlier in the speech, Socrates suggests that 
lovers tend to be bad flatterers. Rather than using praise effectively, they 
are often carried away, and thus embarrass the object of their love. In the 
"unbearable” reproaches the lover seems to suffer a certain internal 
tension. It is telling that Socrates only associates reproaches with the 
lover’s drunken state. Perhaps when the lover is feeling uncommonly 
honestio he is more inclined to complain than to praise. This would 
indicate dissatisfaction in the lover additionally; perhaps the boy is 
unable to satisfy him in some way.

The remainder of the speech is an account of the problems that arise 
after the affair has ended. Like Lysias, Socrates highlights the inability 
and unwillingness of the lover to carry out all his promises. Socrates 
claims at this point that it was through "many promises with many oaths 
and bonds" that the lover "barely effectuated” the beloved’s toleration 
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throughout their unpleasant time together (240e-241a). This admission 
casts the entire relationship in a very ugly light. It seems that it was an 
altogether mercenary arrangement — prostitution, even. It is worth 
noting, however, that the kinds of promises themselves are unstated. It is 
not clear, for instance, what value these promises had for the beloved. 
The promises themselves might have been appealing on the grounds that 
they were evidence of the lover's devotion. Understood this way, perhaps 
the breach of these promises is itself a danger to the beloved because it 
reveals the ‘devotion’ of the lover for what it really was: a passing fancy.

Socrates concludes his account with the following passage:

one should never gratify the lover who is of necessity 
mindless, but much rather the nonlover who has 
intelligence; if not, one must of necessity give oneself up 
to someone untrustworthy, disagreeable, jealous, 
unpleasant, and harmful as regards property, harmful as 
regards the body's condition, and by far the most harmful 
as regards the soul’s education. (241b-c]

Socrates’ conclusion, however, is clearly overstated. While he has made a 
strong case for not gratifying the lover, it does not by any means follow 
that he should gratify the nonlover. It is somewhat comic that Socrates 
presents these alternatives as a "necessity.”

This claim brings our attention once again to the question of the 
boy’s motivation. While the whole business of gratification seems at this 
point an entirely fruitless enterprise, Socrates’ continues as if it were 
obvious that the boy is going to have to gratify someone. We have to 
consider in addition that whatever the lover provides, there is no reason 
to expect the nonlover to do better. Assuming there was some reason the 
nonlover wanted gratification (a strange suggestion, considering he is not 
a lover) he would not be inclined to give much to get it. Even if he were, 
he would not be willing to make promises he was not in a position to 
keep; according to Socrates, however, such promises are necessary to get 
the beloved to put up with you. Finally, while the lover would perhaps not 
be interested in making the boy as good as possible (if this makes him 
inaccessible as a sex partner), the nonlover would not take any interest in 
the boy’s education; what reason would he have to?

Socrates' final comment is that "the friendship of a lover does not 
come into being with goodwill, but in the manner of food, for the sake of 
repletion, as wolves cherish lambs, so do lovers love boys" (241c-d). 
While this final grim characterization of Eros is in stark contrast with the 
divine picture we get in the Palinode, it is worth pointing out that in 
neither speech is goodwill an essential part of Socrates’ presentation of 
Eros. In both speeches the lover is said to serve the beloved; in this

93



speech it is suggested he does not do so very well, while in the Palinode 
he is thereby able to win the love of the boy. In both speeches, however, 
Eros does not direct the lover principally toward the benefit of the 
beloved. In this speech, love seems to aim primarily at gaining physical 
gratification from the beloved, whereas in the Palinode, it aims at the 
form of beauty itself and the philosophic way of life. The key difference, it 
seems, is that the latter are ends that are able to be shared by the two 
parties, whereas in the former, one party simply serves to nourish the 
other.ii

Phaedrus is keenly aware of the inadequacy of Socrates' conclusion, 
saying to Socrates, "But 1 supposed it was in the middle, and would say 
equal things about the nonlover, how one ought rather to gratify him, 
telling in turn what good things he has” (241d). To this Socrates 
responds, "In one phrase, I say that whatever things we reviled in the one, 
the good things opposite to these belong to the other. And what need for a 
long speech? For what has been said about both is sufficient” (241e). This 
response is curious and important for a couple of reasons. Firstly, 
Socrates had earlier claimed when formulating the definition of love that 
"what is stated is altogether clearer than what is unstated” (238b]. In fact, 
when he finally stated the definition of love, it turned out to be very 
different than what we would have assumed given what had been laid 
out. Given this earlier admission, it is likely that Socrates means for us to 
question his claim that "what has been said about both is sufficient.”

Secondly, it is not at all obvious how to formulate the "opposite” of 
what has been said about the lover. For instance, is the nonlover going to 
be beautiful and in the bloom of his youth, and a pleasure to look upon? 
Will the act of sex be any less unspeakable when it is with him? Perhaps 
more importantly, it is not clear how to invert Socrates' definition of the 
lover, namely because it has two parts: the excessive desire for the 
pleasure of beauty as well as the excessive desire for the beauty of bodies. 
If we get rid of just one of these, will he still be a lover, or would we have 
to reverse both?

It is clear that we cannot get rid of both; if this were the case, the 
nonlover would have no interest in the youth. If the nonlover were only 
interested in the beauty of bodies, however (and if this were essentially a 
sexual desire], then Socrates would be in a very difficult position; his 
speech against gratifying the lover would put the boy off of sex all 
together! The only alternative that seems possible, is that Socrates' 
nonlover is not directed toward sex at all, but is more concerned with 
beauty itself.

This alternative, however, is not really altogether an alternative to 
love; in fact, Socrates' definition of love suggested that the desire for 
beauty itself is what is essential to love, and that the physical component 
94



merely strengthened this. Given this consideration, Socrates’ "nonlover" 
might really be the "lover” in the most complete sense of the word, 
insofar as he directs himself toward the true end of Eros. In this light, we 
can look at the Palinode as a completion of the first speech rather than 
simply a correction of it: to gratify the nonlover in the first speech, is to 
gratify the lover in the second.

In fact, if we look at the Palinode, we see it addresses many of the 
problems presented here. The Palinode offers the possibility of a love that 
can be reciprocated between the lover and beloved; the beloved is led to 
experience the same (if somewhat less intense) erotic encounter with 
beauty in the lover. Rather than seeking gratification from one another, 
the two live a life directed away from themselves (aiming toward true 
beauty) which they can share and presumably enjoy together. It is 
important to note that in this, Socrates has altered Eros in an important 
way. He uses the power of the erotic experience to build a kind of 
friendship. It is likely that Eros does not naturally lead to such a 
friendship, but rather leads to the problematic sexual relationship 
depicted by Socrates’ first speech and Lysias’s speech. Socrates’ solution 
requires a transformation of Eros, and an important aspect of this 
transformation seems to be the suppression of sexual activity.

It is interesting to note that Lysias’s speech also offers a solution to 
the problems identified in both his own speech and in Socrates’ first 
speech. Lysias’s solution is almost a mirror image of Socrates’. That is, 
rather than suppressing the sexual side of the erotic relationship and 
creating a friendship out of the shared pursuit of the beautiful, Lysias 
suppresses the higher concerns of the Erotic drives and seeks to create a 
subdued sexual partnership. Lysias’s solution would no doubt appeal to 
those lovers who have suffered from some of the uglier consequences of 
Eros. Socrates’ Palinode, on the other hand, uses poetry to awaken the 
Erotic man’s concern for the "higher" side of the beautiful. His two 
speeches might also appeal to a frustrated lover. He asks the lover to 
remember that it is not just the body of the beloved that is calling to him, 
but something beyond it. It is this call, according to Socrates, that leads 
men to the life of philosophy.

Endnotes
1. I ignore here two other possibilities: a healthy lover concerned with beautiful 

bodies, and a sick lover concerned with the beautiful as such. The former might describe 
the "nonlover" of Lysias's speech, who is able to moderately maintain a [presumably) 
sexual relationship with a boy. The latter might be described as an immoderate concern 
for the beautiful. For evidence that such a "high" concern might be immoderate, see 230a, 
in which Socrates claims to not have concluded yet whether he is "multiply twisted" like 
the monster Typhon, or is of a gentle and divine nature.
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3. Even here we must be careful — in the Palinode the beloved's love in return is only 
made possible by the extreme devotion of the lover. We have to wonder if a lover lacking 
the means to provide for the needs and wants of the beloved would be in a position to 
demonstrate such a devotion.

4. Plato, Symposium, trans. Seth Benardete [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2001), 218c-d, 219b-d.

5. Diogenes Laertius, The Life of Socrates; See also: Aristophanes, Clouds.
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attempt at Socrates to a party of fellow Athenians when drunk.
11. See Plato, Symposium, 178c-179b, 189c-193e: Aristophanes offers an 

interpretation of Eros which would allow for a goodwill which is absent here, in that the 
beloved is regarded as a part of tbe lover. Even in this case, however, we might ask 
whether the lover’s concern might not be for the well-being of the beloved himself, but is 
rather for the healing of his [or their) inherited wound.
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The Unmentioned Standing Reserve
Caitlin McShea

Martin Heidegger expresses an alternative view of the human 
relationship to technology in his piece The Question Concerning 
Technology. In his essay Heidegger outlines how humanity’s perception of 
the world is characterized by the Enframing power behind technology. 
He explains that the modern understanding of technology (that is 
instrumentality) has lead to a profound preference for scientific 
knowledge of the world, and consequently, nature no longer reveals itself 
to humanity in an artistic way, but rather as a standing reserve, meant to 
be called upon for use. This essay will apply a feminist perspective to 
Heidegger’s standing reserve and Enframing power. Specifically, this 
essay will discuss how scientific domination, as a product of instrumental 
technology, paved the way for Capitalistic and Patriarchal domination of 
women and nature. In doing so, the exploitation of both nature and 
women could conceivably be explained by the presence of scientific 
domination, capitalism, and patriarchy as Enframing powers motivating 
men towards the preservation of said standing reserves.

In The Question Concerning Technology, Heidegger explores the 
ways in which the conventional definition of technology has changed in 
the face of modernity. What we refer to as technology is more accurately 
defined as instrumentality, and furthermore this modern alteration of 
technology’s true definition has led to a gross misrepresentation of the 
world. Additionally, the modern interpretation of technology’s essence is 
responsible for the warped and strained nature of humanity’s 
relationship with technology. In his essay, Heidegger focuses on the 
origin of technology, outlines the process by which modern technology is 
understood today, and expresses a hope that humanity might revert back 
to a truer form of technology that would lead to a truer understanding of 
the world, and a healthier, "free relationship” with technology.

To start, Heidegger states "the essence of technology is by no 
means anything technological" (4), and begins a historical account of the 
origins of the definition of technology. He asserts that our idea of 
instrumentality stems from an ancient philosophical question of 
causality, and so continues to explore the inherent problems of causal 
thought with the use of a silver chalice as his example. Here, he also 
begins to provide etymological evidence for his arguments as he will 
continue to do throughout this rest of this essay. He notes that though the 
four causes are frequently ascribed to Aristotle, the Greek word causa 
that Aristotle used more accurately means "that which brings it about 
that something falls out as a result in such and such a way . . . that to

97



which something is indebted” (7), or that causa implies a responsibility, 
and did not mean then what we attribute cause to mean today. 
Therefore, our modern interpretations of cause, which have justified our 
methods of instrumentality, were made in error. That aside, Heidegger 
explains that the chalice is made from silver, by a silversmith, and created 
with the intent to be used. The chalice is a chalice and only a chalice, it is 
not a wine glass or a bowl, and it exhibits the essence of a chalice, i.e., its 
"chaliceness.” In this way, Heidegger makes the point that technology is 
founded on "revealing” because the silversmith works the silver in order 
to reveal the essence of the chalice. Here is where the distinction between 
cause and responsibility is made. Heidegger does not want to attribute 
the silver to the material cause or the silversmith to the efficient cause. 
Instead he demonstrates the ways in which the chalice is indebted to both 
the silver and the silversmith. The silver is responsible for the 
composition of the chalice, while the silversmith is responsible for the 
shape of the chalice.

The silversmith fired, molded, and formed the chalice in order to 
reveal its true essence. The idea is that the chalice always existed within 
the silver, but the silversmith is responsible for bringing the chalice into 
existence by revealing it and allowing its presence. Heidegger mentions 
that our word "technology” stems from the Greek word technikon, or that 
"which belongs to techne . . . [which] mean[s] to be entirely at home in 
something, to understand and be expert in it. . . Such knowing provides 
an opening up . . . [i.e.,] a revealing” (13). So, our "technology” can be 
traced back to an early idea of technique, or expertise. When applied to 
the chalice example, Heidegger would say that the silversmith’s 
technique, his proficiency with silver, revealed the chalice within the 
silver. The technique employed is responsible for the finished Chalice. It 
is fitting then that techne was used in reference to both manufactured 
goods and art. That is, cobblers and painters both possessed a certain 
specific knowledge of their craft that, when used, was responsible for the 
revealing of a shoe or a portrait, respectively. More importantly, 
Heidegger makes clear the fact that the term "technology,” at least 
historically, referred to the revealing of both manufactured and artistic 
truths.

Heidegger elaborates on this notion in his discussion of poeisis, 
where he distinguishes between physis, the bringing forth of things from 
themselves, and poeisis, the bringing forth of things from something else. 
To clarify, weavers bring forth tapestries and bards bring forth song 
through poeisis while a tree is brought forth from itself, as occurs in 
nature. And since "every bringing-forth is grounded in revealing" (12), 
and Heidegger regards revealing as the most important method by which 
a concealed truth "comes into unconcealment" (11), this focus on poeisis 
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is central in Heidegger’s exploration into the relationship between 
humanity and technology.

In his discussion of poeisis, Heidegger says that technology is not 
based in instrumentality, and that technology’s essence is not found in 
the production and manipulation of supplies, but rather it is found in 
revealing. However, the mode of revealing in modern day technology is 
no longer poeisis. Heidegger explains that modern technology is 
characterized by a challenging mode of revealing. That is, humanity’s 
modern orientation to the world does not rest in an artistic viewpoint but 
in a challenging one. It is fitting that Heidegger uses the word 
‘challenging’ to describe the revealing process for modern technology, 
since in Heidegger’s eyes, humanity no longer seeks to reveal truths in 
nature; rather, humanity seeks to challenge the limits of nature.

In his Rhine River example, Heidegger shows the major difference 
between a poetic revealing and a challenging revealing. Under poeisis, 
Holderlin, a German poet, details the landscape of the river in a poetic 
piece, revealing the calming and pacifying qualities of the river in which 
he eventually drowned. However, a challenging revealing of that same 
iconic river in Germany reduces that inspirational location to a water
power resource when a hydroelectric dam is put into place.

With this example, Heidegger introduces his idea of Bestand or the 
standing reserve. He explains that a modern instrumentalist orientation 
toward the world allows humanity to reduce everything to a standing 
reserve, i.e., nothing in the world is seen beyond its functional context. 
Trees are not trees but paper sources, and an airplane is not an airplane 
but a transportation device. It is as though the world reveals itself to 
humanity as material stock at the ready to be used and manipulated by 
humans for human convenience. Furthermore, Heidegger asserts that the 
standing reserve exists as a result of an Enframing power that is 
responsible for orienting humanity towards this strange reductionist 
relationship with nature.

For whatever reason, humanity is attracted to order. Therefore, 
humanity has a tendency to try to compartmentalize everything in nature, 
collapsing the essences of nature completely, so as to store it in neat 
mental cubbies. The standing reserve allows humanity to order things 
based on their potential purpose, so trees could be stored in a "paper" 
box as well as a "lumber” box, a "shade" box or a "sap" box, but under this 
modern instrumental view of technology and nature, trees are no longer 
stored in tree boxes. Heidegger proposes that modern scientific inquiry 
might be at fault for this mindset. Contrary to popular belief, Heidegger 
proposes that scientific innovation and research is a product of 
technology, and not the other way around. In other words, the 
construction of a scientific framework, including physical laws, chemistry
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equations, and a general geometric perspective of the world are all 
products of technology, or as Heidegger would propose, those laws and 
equations act as larger boxes in which to store nature.

So when Heidegger mentions that "the essence of technology is by no 
means technological" (4], he means to say that the truth of technology is 
lost in the mechanics of new machinery and the complexities of 
mathematical equations, and that the true essence of technology rests in 
the relationship between man and technology. The essence of technology 
in Heidegger’s eyes is the Enframing power that orients humanity 
towards the world, and during the time in which Heidegger wrote The 
Question Concerning Technology, he was obviously disappointed in 
humanity's current orientation towards scientific inquiry as the primary 
method for the acquisition of knowledge. But where does this thirst for 
precise, discrete, quantitative and categorized knowledge come from? 
What is behind this ever-present Enframing power? Heidegger himself 
doesn't know.

In an effort to assess the question, Heidegger studies the main ideas 
behind philosophy in order to fully understand where the thirst for 
knowledge in general came from. He concludes that the things most often 
regarded as factual are those things that have withstood the test of time; 
i.e., things that "endure” (30). Modern causality, then, is not true because 
the causality that scientists apply to nature is not the same idea of 
responsibility as proposed by the Greeks. Nor can it be explained with 
what have been most commonly known as Aristotle’s four causes. 
Instead, modern physics applies new mathematical and scientific patterns 
to natural processes to express a scientific causality in nature. However, 
Heidegger argues, as with the creation of science from technology, 
modern physics has created those mathematical patterns in order to 
explain natural phenomena in a causal manner.

Again, it becomes obvious that humanity cannot escape the 
convenience of a scientific orientation towards the world, and is therefore 
trapped. If man is unaware of his reductionist tendencies and continues 
to blindly box nature for later use as a standing reserve, how will man 
ever succeed in forming the "free relationship” with technology that 
Heidegger advocates?

After having explained his alternative understanding of technology, 
Heidegger proposes that humanity revert back to its artistic view of the 
world, and allow poeisis to reveal the truth of technology instead of some 
unnamed Enframing power that directs humanity towards the creation 
and preservation of a standing reserve. When we think of technology as 
an instrument, as a means to an end, we miss the true essence of 
technology. Instead of focusing on the improvement of instrumentality, 
Heidegger expresses his hopes that humanity will seek the true essence 
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of technology and understand that the revealing of nature is not causal, 
but "poetic.” If humanity successfully strays from a causal and 
instrumental revealing of nature, then perhaps humanity would 
recognize its own existence within nature, as a part of nature, and not as a 
species meant to use nature’s raw materials at will. Heidegger admits that 
a break from the current Enframing power would be difficult, if at all 
possible, but hopes that a return to an artistic orientation to the world 
will result in a healthy technological relationship. Heidegger writes.

Because the essence of technology is nothing 
technological, essential reflection upon technology and 
decisive confrontation with it must happen in a realm that 
is, on the one hand, akin to the essence of technology, and 
on the other, fundamentally different from it. Such a realm 
is art. (35)

Though Heidegger sees the development of modern science as a product 
of technology, to many others, technology seems to facilitate scientific 
practice. Heidegger writes his Question Concerning Technology in a time 
after Francis Bacon proposed a popular method for acquiring scientific 
knowledge and an advanced understanding of nature. In his Novum 
Organum, Bacon explains that times have, indeed, changed and men 
cannot learn about nature now in the same ways they had in the past. At 
first, man coexisted with nature, and being unaware of nature’s ways, 
man only learned about nature by participating as a function of nature, 
and not interfering with its processes. Man was to learn by observing, 
because "nature, to be commanded, must be obeyed” (50). However, 
Bacon makes clear the fact that this observant mode of inquiry never 
resulted in new information; therefore, in order to learn more about 
nature, and to truly understand nature, a more aggressive, probing 
method of inquiry will reveal the secrets that our observations could not. 
"The subtlety of nature is greater many times over than the subtlety of 
the senses and understanding” (50), therefore a far less subtle approach 
to nature is key to the pursuit of knowledge. For this reason. Bacon 
advocates scientific practices, such as systematic experimentation, to aid 
in the mastering of nature’s secrets. So in a Heideggerian sense. Bacon 
thought that scientific domination was the most practical technique to 
reveal nature’s true essence, and to unveil nature’s secrets since "science 
is but an image of truth” (45). Ever since this period in history, 
conventional thought has been that nature can be understood only by 
reduction, that is, only by reducing her to numbers does she become 
clear. With time scientific inquiry became more accessible to the public 
through education and the creation of sophisticated technological 
innovations. So new technology exists in order to ease researchers’
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inquiries of nature, and allows for more mathematical, precise, and 
accurate measurements and observations. But remember that science 
itself is a product of technology. These new instruments are around only 
to help scientists do exactly what Heidegger warns them against; i.e., to 
put nature into boxes. By putting things into boxes via mathematical 
observation and Baconian scientific reduction, modern science has 
allowed humanity to more efficiently rely on the standing reserve of 
nature. This kind of efficiency has lead to extreme exploitation of natural 
resources.

Currently the world faces an oil crisis, entire forests face the risk of 
clear-cutting, and animals are worked to exhaustion simply because 
humanity has become accustomed to viewing nature in a very specific 
way. What is nature if not a stock pile of potential fuel, paper, meat and 
leather? An instrumental and technological orientation to the world, 
facilitated by modern science, has lead to the complete and total 
domination of nature, as if domination is the only method by which 
humanity could exist within nature. Science now determines nature as an 
object, which is underwritten by human subjectivity, and hence human 
beings feel free to dominate and use nature in technology. Heidegger 
makes evident in his book the direct dangers to nature associated with 
the standing reserve. A Heideggerian application of technology to 
environmental destruction is an obvious one since he speaks explicitly of 
dammed rivers and the lumber and paper industries throughout his 
essay. A less obvious, though equally poignant and provocative 
application of Heidegger's The Question Concerning Technology would be 
to the domination of women via that standing reserve. Perhaps women 
are controlled and exploited by men for the very reason that nature is. 
Specifically, women are not viewed in an artistic and poetic sense, but 
rather as providers of a resource that can be stockpiled and called upon 
by men when needed.

It seems to me that in addition to our instrumental orientation to the 
world which Enframes nature into reserves, so too do oppressive 
institutions like patriarchy and capitalism orient us towards the creation 
and preservation of standing reserves. Perhaps a discussion of the ways 
in which modern science has facilitated the capitalistic process would 
clarify the relationship between the exploitation of nature and women. 
Western science, since its inception, and arguably still is today, a 
masculine discipline. The studies of nature, physics, medicine, 
mathematics, etc., were all reserved for men, and since those practices 
have led to an irreparable destruction of the earth, one might be able to 
recognize a masculine underpinning to the ecological crisis. During the 
Scientific Revolution of the Modern Era, a mechanical and reductionist 
paradigm emerged as the primary way of revealing nature’s secrets. And 
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while this new methodology for revealing nature's secrets seemed to be a 
liberating force for all of humanity, the aggressive and invasive process 
that has now become convention is merely a projection of the patriarchal 
ideals entailing the subjugation of both nature and women.

Consider the formerly natural event of childbirth. Once belonging 
only to the mother and her child, childbearing has been absorbed into the 
realm of medicine and machinery. Women were valued for their 
reproductive gifts and no connection was stronger than the connection 
between a mother and her child. What was once artistic and poetic, that 
is, the organic unity of the mother and baby, is now revealed through the 
technologic instrumentality of medical professionals. Women's wombs 
have been reduced to containers. A woman's direct bond with the fetus is 
replaced by knowledge mediated by men and machine. Now the gift of 
human life is a product of medical practice and not the product of a 
natural feminine process. The "medicalization” of childbirth, due to 
scientific innovation and an instrumental viewpoint, has reduced the 
female body to a baby-holder. The female body is no longer celebrated as 
a creator of life because the child is no longer seen as produced by natural 
miracle within the woman, but rather removed from the container 
through medical expertise, and in this way the physician rather than the 
mother could be seen as having produced the baby. Therefore, masculine 
medical professionals with sophisticated machinery on their side as 
justification, have taken childbirth, a singularly female process, away 
from women. However, childbirth will never be completely taken from 
women, since women are biologically set up for conception, gestation, 
birth, and breast-feeding. This means that even though doctors remove 
babies from wombs and are the praised producers of babies, doctors do 
not have the misfortune of being placed in a standing reserve for the 
production of babies in the way women are.

In order for capitalism to thrive, raw materials must be converted 
into commodities by laborers and sold for a profit. This means that 
human laborers convert natural raw materials such as trees into the 
production of commodities such as paper to be sold for profit, and 
therefore nature suffers at the hands of a capitalist economy. However, 
how would capitalism continue without the steady influx of able-bodied 
laborers? In capitalist terms, the commodities must be made from raw 
materials and sold for a profit. By way of this process, capitalism has only 
led to the commodification of childbirth, since women (the laborers] 
convert sperm, eggs, and nutrients (the raw materials] into a zygote that 
will eventually develop into a child, who will grow up to work in the 
capitalist economy and sell his or her skills for a profit (a salary]. Women 
invest their bodies and their energy to create a child, and then invest 
several years of their life to raise it. When more babies are produced,
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more laborers will be available in the following generations to continue 
commodity production; thus, more natural resources will be exhausted so 
that more profits may be made. Note that the original laborer (the 
mother) producing commodities (the children) does not at any point 
receive a profit. So while wage laborers in a capitalistic system enjoy a 
paycheck, and while the general public enjoys the benefits of commodity 
consumption, women remain unrewarded for their work, and therefore, 
lack the sufficient funds for commodity consumption. Women’s bodies 
are drained from childbearing, and nature’s resources are drained by 
commodity production in this cruel cycle. The exploitation of female 
reproductive power has led to an excess of births, to overpopulation, just 
as the exploitation of resources has led to their destruction in an excess of 
production.

To sum up, the main victims of a capitalist system are women and 
nature. Women’s bodies as well as the body of nature have been reduced 
to Heideggerian standing reserves. Their parts have been separated from 
the whole and are seen only in the context of functionality. Women are 
not valued as complex and intelligent beings fully capable of coexisting in 
a man’s world; women are not valued at all. Women are attractive but 
vacant shells, prized only for their possession of eggs, a uterus, mammary 
glands, and any other biological resource directly utilized in child 
production. Capitalism as an Enframing power has allowed man to view 
both women and nature as stockpiled raw materials on supply for the 
continuous production of goods and stimulation of profit. But technology 
and capitalism are not the only motivating forces for the enduring 
exploitation of women and nature; patriarchal tradition, fueled by 
science, also Enframes women and nature into standing reserves.

Once the Darwinian conception of Evolution was accepted as an 
explanation for the origin of life. Social Darwinism swept the Western 
hemisphere. Suddenly social theorists and scientific researchers alike 
were interested in the evolutionary relationships between various groups 
of people. The conclusions gathered from social evolutionary studies 
widened the boundaries between the sexes, as "scientific evidence” 
suggested a biological superiority of men over women. It was thought 
that woman’s place was in the home, that the male brain was larger than 
that of a woman, and so men justified a domination of human society. 
Essentially, an incorrect application of evolutionary principles was used 
to legitimize a social hierarchy, resulting in an invalid attribution of 
various biological misfortunes to women. Furthermore, social theorists, 
who concluded that women are less evolved than men, (without having 
verifiable evidence to support their results) explained that the only way 
for women to overcome their biological misfortune would be to literally 
enslave themselves to a masculine, and more highly evolved, lover.
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Conventional thought at this time was as follows: Women are less 
biologically suited to survive in the wilderness like men are; therefore, 
they should remain within the confines of a safe domesticity. Similarly, 
women (who are unable to understand the complexities of business and 
politics) should not seek employment beyond the house walls. Nor should 
they seek education to understand those complicated subjects (because 
the female brain is far smaller than the man's brain, and is therefore 
incapable of retaining such information). As a result, it was further 
maintained that it was in a woman’s best interest to use her looks to 
attract potential male mates. Also, she ought to use her sexuality to 
compete against other women for said mate. And because, 
physiologically, the increased pelvic inclination is a clear indicator of the 
fact that women are more closely related to apes than men, women 
should allow themselves to be dominated by men just as animals are, 
especially considering their [inevitably] declining beauty. This step-by- 
step guide to survival for women is an artifact of scientific studies 
encouraged by patriarchy’s dependency on men as dominant social 
figures. It is additionally a clear example of Darwin’s fear for social 
applications of his theory of Natural Selection. And while some of the 
above statements may be extreme examples of antiquated thought, the 
fact still remains that women were socially understood to be subordinate 
and reliant on men.

It can be said, then, that patriarchy is a result of humanity’s 
unfortunate preoccupation with order. As Heidegger notes in his essay, 
humanity is compelled to put everything into boxes. In this instance 
patriarchal values allowed men to put women into boxes. Pretty, passive 
and pleasing women were prized because evolution had demonstrated 
that pretty, passive and pleasing women were more suited to survive. In 
addition, since this information was gathered under "scientific” 
circumstances, it was considered reliable. Thus, Social Darwinism 
confirmed patriarchal values, and such patriarchal values placed women 
into a standing reserve. It was deemed a biological predisposition that 
men were traditionally superior hunters. Thus, men, being "evolutionarily 
favored,” they did not have to rely on women for survival. Furthermore, 
it was maintained that because women were blessed with beauty and 
more suited to the delicacies of domesticity, they were incapable of 
hunting. Since women could not hunt for themselves and had to secure a 
mate, they had to rely on men for survival. Based on these premises 
alone, women were reduced to mere functions and only called upon by 
men when needed for mating. The most attractive or most pleasing 
women were wed, and would reproduce with the men they married. 
Through marriage, patriarchal values of domesticity are only reinforced 
further because with age a woman could lose her looks and possibly her
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reproductive abilities, thereby losing her function in society. Therefore, in 
order to keep her marriage afloat and avoid being outcompeted by a 
younger, more attractive, and more sexually capable woman, these older 
women placed themselves into a standing reserve for the purpose to be 
called upon by their husbands for warm meals and general care. It 
becomes clear now that through patriarchy, women have been reduced to 
sexual mates and have reduced themselves to caretakers. Again, these 
female standing reserves are the products of scientific inquiry, since 
science has allowed humanity to contextualize women in biological 
terms, thus creating a justification for the subordination and reduction of 
women.

Heidegger wrote The Question Concerning Technology with the hope 
that his readers might become aware of their own relationship with 
technology, and in so doing would reorient themselves to the world, 
enjoying a free relationship with technology. He explains that for the 
most part, humanity’s understanding of technology more closely 
resembles an understanding of instrumentality. Heidegger explains that 
an instrumental orientation towards technology is a dangerous one 
because it very easily leads to the creation of standing reserves. When 
technology is understood only as a means to an end, humanity loses sight 
of its true relationship with technology and is instead motivated by an 
instrumental Enframing power to reduce everything to a standing 
reserve. Once the standing reserve is in place, everything can only be seen 
for its functionality: trees for paper, rivers for water-power, women for 
reproduction and caretaking. The Enframing power blinds humanity, 
tunneling human vision towards instrumental conversions of raw 
materials into manufactured things; and, even though he hopes that his 
text will help readers regain a poetic orientation towards the world and 
create a free relationship with technology, Heidegger does not himself 
know that such a reorientation is possible. Heidegger writes:

It is precisely in Enframing, which threatens to sweep man 
away into ordering as the supposed single way of 
revealing, and so thrusts man into the danger of the 
surrender of his free essence — it is precisely in this 
extreme danger that the innermost indestructible 
belongingness of man within granting may come to light, 
provided that we, for our part, begin to pay heed to the 
coming to presence of technology. (32)

Even if we are made aware of the Enframing power and standing 
reserves, Heidegger fears that an instrumental relationship with 
technology might be permanent. However, he continues to encourage his 
readers to push past the convenience of an instrumental ordering and 
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remain aware of other, healthier, and freer orientations towards 
technology: "Everything, then, depends upon this: that we ponder this 
arising, and that, recollecting, we watch over it... so long as we represent 
technology as an instrument we remain held fast in the will to master it” 
(32).

With a Heideggerian understanding of the patriarchal and capitalistic 
orientation toward women and nature, one might wonder whether there 
is hope for an elimination of women and nature as standing reserves. Do 
women and nature have a chance to avoid further domination and 
exploitation when these oppressive institutions are nearly impossible to 
evade? I certainly cannot answer that question. Instead 1 can only suggest 
that men have for centuries dominated women and nature because an 
Enframing power has motivated them to unwittingly do so.

If humanity finally comes to understand that technology cannot be 
used as an instrument to get from point A to point B, then maybe the free 
relationship with technology that Heidegger suggests may not be so far 
out of reach. If humanity were to question scientific domination as the 
method by which to understand nature, then perhaps humanity would 
return to a "poetic” interpretation of technology. When numbers and laws 
no longer work to compartmentalize every component of nature, we 
might once again see nature for what it truly is. Furthermore, an artistic 
revealing of nature would mean an end to Heideggerian standing 
reserves. The standing reserves constructed under oppressive Enframing 
institutions would completely dissolve if such a free relationship with 
technology were reached. Therefore, with a free relationship between 
humanity and technology comes a free relationship with nature and with 
women. Capitalism falls apart without the reliability of raw materials and 
laborers and patriarchy crumbles if men and women are recognized as 
equal and as independent of their historical pseudo-biological, social 
function. So when the standing reserve is eliminated, so too are the 
Enframing powers motivating them, leaving women and nature as they 
should be left: respected, untouched, and unchanged.
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Reason in Crisis:
A Reflection on Edmund Husserl's 

The Crisis of European Sciences
Nick Urban

The Crisis of the European Sciences begins with a description of a 
fundamental cultural and philosophical failure on the part of European 
civilization. This failure is characterized by the inability to provide a 
rational account of the most important questions, for instance "of the 
meaning or meaninglessness of the whole of this human experience” (6). 
"Do not these questions,” Husserl asks, "universal and necessary for all 
men, demand universal reflections and answers based on rational 
insight?” (6]. "Of course,” we might like to say. But with regards to the 
meaning of human life, western modernity seems only capable of 
subjective accounts; "subjective" in this case signifying mere opinion. The 
only universally valid and apodictically certain truths are those of the 
objective sciences, which themselves offer no help in this matter. "In our 
vital need — so we are told — this science has nothing to say to us. It 
excludes in principle precisely the questions which man, given over in our 
unhappy times to the most portentous upheavals, finds the most burning” 
(6].

This crisis is not merely a problem for philosophers. It extends into 
the heart of western civilization. A blatant effect of the crisis has been 
that it has drawn the attention of the educated masses away from 
fundamental questions and into an uncritical concern for petty issues. 
Husserl describes this as follows:

The exclusiveness with which the total world-view of 
modern man, in the second half of the nineteenth century, 
let itself be determined by the positive sciences and be 
blinded by the "prosperity” they produced, meant an 
indifferent turning-away from the questions which are 
decisive for a genuine humanity. Merely fact-minded 
sciences make merely fact-minded people. [6]

Individuals who were concerned with more than mere facts were largely 
excluded from the mainstream culture, for they had no framework from 
which to address these questions in a universal way.

Although the crisis manifests in all of western civilization, its root is 
philosophical, and so must be its remedy. "The genuine spiritual struggles 
of European humanity as such take the form of struggles between the 
philosophies, that is between the skeptical philosophies — or 
nonphilosophies, which retain the word but not the task — and the actual
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and still vital philosophies” (15). A struggle is taking place over whether 
philosophy — the practice of accounting for oneself with the greatest 
clarity — will survive at all, or whether it will be reduced to a futile 
relativism equivalent to the abandonment of its task. In the balance lies 
the question of "whether the telos, then, is merely a factual, historical 
delusion, the accidental acquisition of merely one among many other 
civilizations and histories, or whether Greek humanity was not rather the 
first breakthrough to what is essential to humanity as such, its entelechy” 
(15). Husserl champions the idea that rationality is unifying, not divisive. 
He concludes by saying that "to be human at all is essentially to be a 
human being in a socially and generatively united civilization" (15). 
Husserl's ideal is not one that individuals may achieve alone. Humanity in 
the fullest sense can flourish only in an established common world. The 
overwhelming diversity of opinions that appears in modernity threatens 
to shatter this common world into a myriad of subcultures. This 
fragmentation can be countered only by the production of standards 
universally convincing to all who enquire.

The Loss of Meaning

In order to understand the present predicament, Husserl looks at the 
development of philosophy not merely as an "historical” question, but in 
order to discern the "hidden telos” that has been at work throughout it. 
He finds that science once spoke to our deeper concerns: "The specifically 
human questions were not always banned from the realm of science” (7). 
Husserl finds that the time that most celebrated the ideal of a universal 
science was the Renaissance. At that time, science was more than the 
pursuit of abstract knowledge or the handmaiden of technology. It 
demanded "not only that man should be changed ethically [but that] the 
whole human surrounding world, the political and social existence of 
mankind, must be fashioned anew through free reason, through the 
insights of a universal philosophy" (8). At that point, philosophy still 
retained "the formal meaning of the one all-encompassing science, the 
science of the totality of what is” (8). This one body of knowledge, 
subdivided for convenience, but unified in reality, was to grow "from 
generation to generation and forever, this one edifice of definitive, 
theoretically interrelated truths was to solve all conceivable problems — 
problems of fact and of reason, problems of temporality and eternity" (9). 
From our contemporary vantage, it seems that project has failed.

How was it that science lost the ability to address "specifically 
human questions”? How were such grand ambitions discarded so 
quickly? The questions formerly known as the "ultimate and highest,” 
namely, the questions of metaphysics, have become excluded as
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speculative or even unreal. Old arguments about the universe as a 
meaningful order were debunked, and new ones were not forthcoming. 
Science limited itself to speaking about facts, and rendered itself unable 
to address the meaning of human life. The branch of philosophy most 
directed toward addressing such meaning was metaphysics. Husserl 
describes the special importance of metaphysical questions as follows: 
"These 'metaphysical' questions, taken broadly . . . surpass the world 
understood as the universe of mere facts. They surpass it precisely as 
being questions with the idea of reason in mind” (9). During the 
Renaissance, "reason" indicated more than a faculty of the mind; it was a 
watchword for all that is most excellently human, "a title for 'absolute,' 
'eternal,' 'supertemporal,' 'unconditionally' valid ideas and ideals" (9). 
"Reason” was truth and universality itself, not merely as applied to the 
objective world, but as applied to everything. It was precisely this 
understanding — that reason spoke to all aspects of existence — that has 
been lost in modernity. In place of universal science, we have positive 
science, which speaks only of facts. Such a science makes no attempt to 
justify values or provide a teleology for human life. It is in this way that 
"Positivism ... decapitates philosophy” (9).

But why was metaphysics lost, and how did science continue without 
its "head”? The reason seems to concern the impressive progress of 
science and the apparently unsolvable quandaries of metaphysics. The 
positive sciences, such as physics and chemistry, showed themselves to 
be "unimpeachable within the legitimacy of their methodic 
accomplishments” (5]. They appeared to be leading mankind to a greater 
and more universal knowledge of the natural world. In contrast, those 
concerned with specifically philosophical problems produced "system- 
philosophies, which were impressive but unfortunately were not unified, 
indeed were mutually exclusive” (10). Philosophy began to seem like a 
fruitless enterprise.

We have begun to see reasons why science lost its ability to address 
human questions. Yet its implications for the positive sciences may still 
be unclear. The common view of the absolute practical success of modern 
science is oblivious to the fact that the sciences — originally conceived as 
branches of philosophy under the rule of metaphysics — had lost their 
place in the order of things, and with it, the coherence of their meaning. 
Formerly, metaphysics "decided on the ultimate meaning of all 
knowledge supplied by the other sciences” (9). Once metaphysics had 
been declared void, the positive sciences, though productive, were left 
without any obvious ends. The crisis, Husserl wrote, "does not encroach 
upon the theoretical and practical success of the special sciences; yet it 
shakes to the foundations the whole meaning of their truth” (12).
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A Science of Subjectivity

Science, we might say, is an attempt to account for experience in terms of 
underlying principles. However, the positive sciences do not account for 
the way in which the world they study — the objective world and the 
world of objects — is itself grounded in the subjectivity of the life-world. 
Positive science is unscientific with regard to its own existence. All 
questions, ends and truths originate in the life-world. Objective 
investigations, such as positive science, are constituted and take place 
only within the bounds of subjectivity. Modern scientists, however, 
frequently do not recognize this. Husserl claims that the life-world, until 
the commencement of his own work, had never been made into a proper 
topic of investigation. He proposes a science of the life-world, which 
would not only be illuminating in its own right, but would allow science 
to ground itself through self-knowledge, and hence to be truly scientific.

One reason that scientists are wary of dwelling on the subjective 
aspect of objectivity — that objectivity is but one part of our subjective 
experience — is that subjectivity has made a bad name for itself. The 
"subjective" has been taken to signify relativism and opinion, not truth. 
Husserl points out that although each subject is indeed different in some 
ways, the form of subjectivity is shared by all humanity. The study of 
subjectivity thus has its "own objectivity," meaning, and a "validity 
appropriated purely methodically" (133). Husserl’s "method" is not a 
proof but a tour. He wishes to lead us down paths of thought and 
experience that he has already taken. Through such a journey, we may 
come to a genuine understanding of his philosophy. Phenomenological 
proof is not like the deductions of geometry or the inductions of natural 
science. These are only valid of the objective world, not the subjective one 
that is its basis. On the contrary, as we progress in our phenomenological 
investigations, we encounter a primal self-evidence which precedes the 
apodicticity of such objective methods.

Introduction to Transcendental Phenomenology

Husserl professes to have discovered a method for studying subjectivity 
— the ground of all experience. He calls this method "transcendental 
phenomenology." The basic method of transcendental phenomenology is 
the transcendental epoche, which consists of a "withholding of natural, 
naive validities and in general of validities already in effect" (135) and a 
"reduction to the absolute ego as the ultimately unique center of function 
in all constitution" (186). This ego, as pure subject, provides the basis for 
the world of appearances. The transcendental ego is all that is left when 
one withholds the validities of the world. It is then on the basis of that 
which the world ("our world") is possible at all. "I, the ego carrying out
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the epoche, am not included in its realm of objects but... am excluded in 
principle” (77). This absolute ego is called the "transcendental ego," 
because it transcends the "internal" world of subjectivity and the 
"external" world of objects. It is impersonal because the soul, in so far as 
it is more than the world-constituting absolute ego, is a part of the world: 
the "inner” part. In the transcendental epoche, the soul's validities are 
suspended along with those of the objective world, and hence the bare 
"bones” of the transcendental ego are all that remain.

The Paradox

One of the great philosophical difficulties that transcendental 
phenomenology addresses is the paradox that "man, and in 
communalization mankind, is subjectivity for the world and at the same 
time is supposed to be in it in an objective and worldly manner” (262). 
How can man, while constituting the world in his subjectivity, exist as an 
object inside that very world?

The natural sciences simply ignore this problem. They deny the 
primary reality of the subjective world, examining everything, even the 
soul, from the "outside.” From the perspective of natural science, any 
inner experience that may exist is merely a byproduct of material 
processes. The material world is determinable according to the laws of 
physics, and more generally, mathematics. The life-world, which is 
originally encountered in a way that is manifold, particular, and 
heterogeneous, is reinterpreted in the eyes of science as a natural-world 
consisting of continuous, idealized space, filled with matter that behaves 
according to the universal and uniform laws. This method of objectifying 
nature has produced much useful knowledge and many powerful 
inventions. Yet as applied to the soul in the form of naturalistic 
psychology, Husserl tells us it is doomed to failure. He writes that 
"objectivity after the fashion of natural science is downright absurd when 
applied to the soul” (377). The soul does not behave in the manner of 
worldly things. Worldly objects appear in space and time. 
Spatiotemporality is "the universal form of the real world" (216). 
Similarly, the physical world is a "self-enclosed natural causality in which 
every occurrence is determined unequivocally and in advance” (60). 
Bodies are spatiotemporal and take place in causal chains. But neither of 
these is true for the soul. The soul is "embodied” and "takes part” only 
indirectly in the space-time of bodies. It is not itself spatial, nor is it 
causal:

the psychic, considered purely in terms of its own essence, 
has no [physical] nature, has no conceivable in-itself in the 
natural sense, no spatiotemporally causal, no idealizable
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and mathematizable in-itself, no laws after the fashion of 
natural laws. [222)

It would make little sense to expect a science that models the worldly to 
have any application to that which is beyond the world and which does 
not share in its fundamental properties. This explains why natural science 
has so little to say about the properties of subjectivity: it is beyond its 
methods. Yet this objection still has not reached its most essential 
formulation. The problem, in the most general sense, is that one cannot 
use principles and methods derived from the analysis of worldly objects 
to understand how there is a world at all. This question is "out of the 
jurisdiction” of natural science.

The inability of the prevailing natural science to address subjectivity 
[and thus to speak to the meaning of human life) results in the crisis 
discussed in the first part of this paper. Husserl’s response is a return to 
the primordiality of subjective experience in the form of transcendental 
phenomenology. When one assumes the "transcendental attitude" of the 
epoche, "the life-world transforms itself ... it proves to be a mere 
'component,' so to speak, within concrete transcendental subjectivity” 
[174). The transcendental attitude reveals that the methodologically 
appropriated apodictic truths of natural science are themselves merely 
one among many varieties of experience that take place in the ego 
according to the "laws of subjectivity.” Transcendental phenomenology is 
a new science, a primordial science that investigates the structures of 
subjectivity and the difficult question of how the world is always there, 
"pre-given” to us from the start. When transcendental phenomenology 
has been established as the foundational knowledge of how there is a 
world, only then can natural science [knowledge of the objects of the 
world) get underway in a rigorous manner. In order to regain both rigor 
and meaning, science must recognize its derivative position. 
Transcendental phenomenology becomes the new "Queen of the 
Sciences.”

Now that we understand the role which Husserl wants 
phenomenology to play, let us take a closer look at its methods and 
implications.

Inter subjectivity

When 1 close my eyes, does the world cease to be? For Husserl, the 
answer is emphatically, "No.” How is it that the world is already there 
with established standards that 1 myself do not create? The answer lies in 
the intersubjective character of "inner experience.” In order for the world 
to be for us in advance, we must appeal to the existence of souls other 
than our own. For Husserl, subjectivity is "an ego functioning
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constitutively . . . within intersubjectivity" (172]. It is not plausible that 
we each invent our own values, concepts and activities out of whole cloth, 
because that contradicts our experience. We inherit most of these things 
from an already existing intersubjective world. Yet how this is so, is far 
from obvious. Husserl makes the point that "the epoche creates a unique 
sort of philosophical solitude" (184]. This means, at the most basic level, 
we have only our own ego as self-evident. But if this is the case, how do 
we become aware that others are the same as ourselves? Husserl says 
that this is something we learn in the epoche, but only by performing a 
"constitutive accomplishment":

This is what philosophical self-exposition in the epoche 
actually teaches us. It can show how the always singular 
"I," in the original constituting life proceeding within it, 
constitutes a first sphere of objects, the "primordial" 
sphere; how it then, starting from this in a motivated 
fashion, performs a constitutive accomplishment through 
which an intentional modification of itself and its 
primordiality achieves ontic validity under the title of 
"alien-perception," perception of others, of another "I" 
who is for himself an "I" as I am. (185]

This is, unfortunately, one of the less clearly explained concepts in The 
Crisis of the European Sciences. Because of its importance, we will now 
have a careful look at the text. In the paragraph quoted above, Husserl 
calls the change that the ego performs an "intentional modification of 
itself and its primordiality." "Intentionality" in the crisis refers to the 
directedness of subjects towards objects. Therefore, all that the 
"intentional modification" seems to signify so far is that the attitude of the 
ego performing the epoche towards an objective human being is changed 
in some way, but how that directedness is changed has not been 
specified. Husserl gives us a hint when he says that the recognition of the 
other as an ego is analogous to the identification in recollection of one's 
past-self with one's present-self. He writes:

Self-temporalization through depresentation, so to speak, 
(through recollection], has its analogue in my self
alienation (empathy as a depresentation of a higher level 
— depresentation of my primal presence]. Thus in me, 
"another I" achieves ontic validity as copresent with his 
own ways of being self-evidently verified, which are 
obviously quite different from those of a "sense"- 
perception. (185]
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The self-alienation in this case seems to signify the removal of the 
"special" way in which one regards the immediately present "I” (the ego 
cogito) as the singularly valid consciousness. One recognizes that oneself 
is a consciousness rather than the consciousness. The recognition of 
others as egos is called "empathy.” Husserl describes this empathy as a 
"depresentation of a higher level” of the primal presence of the "1.” 
Depresentation as applied to self-temporalization means removing one's 
"temporal bias” towards the presently manifesting ego in exchange for 
understanding oneself as a unity through time. "Depresentation of a 
higher level” likewise refers to the removal of one's "bias” towards one's 
own transcendental ego as the one that one personally experiences, 
allowing one to recognize the way in which each "other” is also a 
transcendental ego. This later account of empathy sheds more light on 
this:

"[EJmpathies” [are] perceptions of others that appear 
among my original intentions. Through the reduction 
[others] are transformed from human beings existing for 
me into alter egos existing for me, having the ontic 
meaning of implicata of my original intentional life. [258]

The other achieves ontic validity as an "I” by being the implicata of 
original intentional life — that is, one's directedness towards objects 
implicates (or implies] the other as an "1.” The other human beings which 
we originally have with the self-evidence of objects in the life-world are 
transformed, in the transcendental epoche, into "alter egos.” That is to say 
that when 1 reduce myself from personal soul into bare transcendental 
ego, 1 perform the same operation on my "having” of others. This is so 
"originally,” meaning that one cannot be directed towards objects in a 
way that does not imply the existence of other egos like oneself.

These concepts of "depresentation” and "implication” offer a solution 
to the question of how we know others to be egos like ourselves, and yet, 
as modes of inference of the subjectivity of others, these concepts cannot 
explain how the world exists for us in advance. Nor do these concepts 
address the fact that, just as others are implied by my intentionality, so 
am 1 implied by theirs. "I, with my whole original life, am implied in them; 
and they are all likewise implied in one another” (258). To better 
understand these questions, we must turn to Husserl's account of 
communalization.

Communalization

In our previous investigation, we established that intentionality, as our 
directedness towards objects, implies the existence of other egos. Such
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reasoning can be used to convince oneself of the necessity that others 
exist as egos, but it says nothing of how we have these others, nor how we 
together constitute the world.

When Husserl describes the character of naturalistic psychology, one 
of the things he mentions is that souls are seen as "mutually external," 
isolated from each other by the separation of their bodies. Thus natural 
psychology is possible only as individual psychology. But in 
transcendental philosophy, which is, at the same time, a transcendental 
psychology, the "spiritual world" appears as just as much of a unity as the 
natural one. Husserl writes:

[JJust as there is a sole universal nature as a self-enclosed 
framework of unity, so there is a sole psychic framework, 
a total framework of all souls, which are united not 
externally but internally, namely through the intentional 
interpenetration which is the communalization of their 
lives. (255)

It is this world, as it is constituted by the intentional network of 
intersubjectivity, that is the proper subject of transcendental psychology, 
which as a "pure psychology" is concerned only with how we have the 
world — with subjectivity and intersubjectivity as such. But even as 
Husserl marks off this subject matter, what lies within its boundary 
remains fuzzy. He says that the "internality" of souls, what we usually 
think of as the most isolated — is actually something shared by all. The 
world for each of us is the world for all of us, necessarily. The spiritual 
atomism supposed by Descartes’ meditations, or by modern science, is 
merely an abstraction — something imagined. We can never experience 
the world in that way. The idea of an isolated soul is the product of 
thought experiments such as Descartes describes. It is not primary in our 
experience. Rather, "what is a mutual externality from the point of view of 
naive positivity or objectivity is, when seen from the inside, an intentional 
mutual internality" (257). As a result of this, "the world exists not only for 
isolated men but for the community of men; and this is due to the fact 
that even what is straightforwardly perceptual is communalized" (163). 
Husserl says that even simple perception cannot take place except on the 
ground of the world-for-all — perhaps because perception must be the 
perception of particular things, which are only recognizable because they 
have been predetermined as having the identify of "this" and "that" 
through their involvement in our intentional networks.
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The Mystery of Intentionality

Husserl’s concept of intentionality is a key factor linking the paradox of 
the simultaneous subjectivity and objectivity of man with the similarly 
intimidating (and overlapping] problem of intersubjectivity. 
Intentionality, as we said before, is the directedness of a subject towards 
objects. To be intentionally related to objects is to be "consciously 
affected by these things, actively attending to them or in general 
perceiving them, actively remembering them, thinking about them, 
planning and acting in respect to them” (235]. Intentionality is also 
defined as "the title which stands for the only actual and genuine way of 
explaining [and] making intelligible" (168]. Insofar as we have a world, it 
is a world that we are related to intentionally. Insofar as it precedes us 
and exceeds us, it is a world that we have through the mutual 
intentionality of others:

Within the vitally flowing intentionality in which the life 
of an ego-subject consists, every other ego is already 
intentionally implied in advance by way of empathy and 
the empathy-horizon. (255]

The life of an ego-subject is itself a vitally flowing intentionality. In so far 
as we are, we are intentional. We make our existence intelligible and 
meaningful through our comportment toward the objects of the world 
and toward each other as subjects. We cannot be directed toward the 
former without being directed toward the latter. Every intention implies 
the existence of the other egos inside of our empathy-horizon. The fact 
that empathy functions as a horizon indicates that while, at any time, we 
are aware of only so many others, at the same time we know in advance 
that with every movement (physical or spiritual], our horizons shift, and 
new egos, which we were already prepared to receive as potentially 
present, appear to us as actually present and influence our comportment 
toward the things of the world and toward each other.

If one doubts that the existence of objects implies the existence of 
others, one ought to consider whether any of the ways he relates to the 
world would make sense without others. Our relation to others not only 
determines the goals of our interactions with the objective world, but also 
makes possible the recognition of the meaning and identity of the objects 
that we seemingly encounter alone. Even something as apparently 
solitary as eating requires both types of relations toward others. What we 
eat and how we eat it is determined by the pre-given meanings of foods, 
utensils, tables, etc. And at the same time, even the purpose of our eating, 
as self-preservation, can have meaning in the full sense only when one's
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continued existence is an existence that contains relationships with other 
human beings.

Investigations in Experience

As we carry out our phenomenological investigations, the old problems 
and the old language blink in and out of focus. The question of whether 
the objective world or the subjective world is prior, as the contest 
between naturalism and idealism, takes on a strange appearance as a 
question that only makes sense on the basis of a profound 
misunderstanding. Consciousness cannot produce the world, because 
consciousness is intentionality, which is directedness toward the world. 
The world cannot produce consciousness because "the world” is a name 
for "a mere 'component' . . . within concrete transcendental subjectivity” 
(174). From the perspective of the individual, self-consciousness and the 
world are two aspects of experience "inside” of oneself-the-subject. But 
the intentionality that constitutes one's consciousness is also predicated 
on the existence of other egos and vice versa. Perhaps this is why Husserl 
speaks of a "universal apperception” which is "constitutive of all 
particular apperceptions, giving them the ontic sense of 'psychic 
experiences of this and that human being'” (209). This suggests that all 
experiences, both internal and external, are manifestations of something 
that is beyond both "interiority” and "exteriority.”

If this seems strange or extreme, we must not forget that Husserl 
says that there is something uniquely profound about transcendental 
phenomenology — that it is radical in the most serious sense, destined to 
effect, for the one who performs it, a personal transformation 
"comparable in the beginning to a religious conversion” (137). In order to 
really understand the philosophy that Husserl propounds, we must get 
ourselves, "off of the page.” We must perform the epoche along with him 
and search for our own self-evidences. If we would know the self
evidences Husserl claims for the function of empathy or the primordiality 
of the subject, we must test them in lived practice, not merely examine 
them as concepts.

Reason and the Telos of Mankind

This essay began with an attempt to understand the nature of the "crisis." 
At that point, it appeared to be the failure of western modernity to give an 
account for the meaning of human life. We found that the methods of 
positive science and modern mathematics were the only ones recognized 
as providing the self-evidence required for universal claims, yet they 
excluded in principle the issues that are of the greatest concern.
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Throughout our investigation, we have seen the ways in which 
transcendental phenomenology provides an all-encompassing framework 
for understanding experience, in both the psychic and apparent spheres. 
We have seen that the "objective" world is constituted and necessarily 
implied by subjectivity in the form of intersubjectivity. We will conclude, 
however, with the significantly more passionate concern Husserl 
manifests towards the end of his work. We might call this his existential 
turn.

Parallel to the fact that the world is subjectively constituted, Husserl 
finds that man-as-an-individual is a personally self-constituting and thus 
self-responsible being:

A new meaning is . . . given to human existence; [man's] 
existence in the spatiotemporally pregiven world as the 
self-objectification of transcendental subjectivity and its 
being, its constituting life; what follows this is the ultimate 
self-understanding of man as being responsible for his 
own human being: his self-understanding as being in 
being called to a life of apodicticity. (340)

In so far as the subject constitutes the world, it constitutes itself, 
objectifies itself into a man in the world, a particular man, for whom it is 
responsible. This being understands itself, is responsible for itself, not in 
any way, but as called to "the life of apodicticity" — the life of reason.

Reason is the specific characteristic of man, as a being 
living in personal activities and habitualities. This life, as 
personal life, is a constant becoming through a constant 
intentionality of development. What becomes, in this life, 
is the person himself. (338)

Reason is what makes man himself, both personally and as a species. Man 
is who he is, as an individual, as a result of his activities and habitualities. 
The life of a man is ever changing through his actions and his intentional 
relations with the world, and his ultimate product is none other than 
himself.

Husserl does not say why reason is the definitive characteristic of 
man, but we can infer it from what has gone before. A succinct statement 
of this is that man is "called to a life of apodicticity." He has self
understanding as a being called to such a life — which is not to say that 
he actually thinks of his understanding as such. To put it another way, 
what are we looking for in seeking proof that we are called to a life of 
apodicticity, if not an argument which itself manifests apodicticity? We 
might call this a tautology of the second order. That the life of 
apodicticity, as philosophy, is uncommon — no one doubts. But who

119



could doubt that every man acts on the basis of what he finds convincing? 
That some are further on the path of apodictic transparency than others, 
that there are frequent setbacks and disruptions, does not contradict the 
idea that man is, in this way, called to reason. On the contrary, the "total 
phenomenological attitude . . . bears within itself the significance of the 
greatest existential transformation which is assigned as a task to 
mankind as such" (137). By steps and stages, individually and together, 
we are shaping ourselves into greater self-awareness and self
responsibility.

Human personal life proceeds in stages of self-reflection 
and self-responsibility from isolated occasional acts of this 
form to the stage of universal self-reflection and self
responsibility ... [Man] strives to realize his innate reason 
... to be true to himself... (338)

As individuals, we each have our own particular projects and concerns. 
To be "true to ourselves” differs for each "self." Yet if 1 may be permitted 
to speculate, 1 would say that when we engage in the apodictic life, 
regardless of its unique manifestation, we are each refined by it in like 
manner. As our self-understanding develops, we become truer to our 
purposes. We embrace a principle of parsimony and move to justify each 
aspect of our lives according to fewer and fewer principles. Finally, each 
choice, as a fundamental choice, becomes perfectly expressed in rational 
self-development. We overcome the awkwardness of the novice and gain 
the grace and economy of movement of the master craftsman. Yet above 
and beyond these individual projects, there is one purpose, the apodictic 
telos, which all men share. This consists of reason not merely as an 
instrument but as a goal.

To follow reason, to follow our best judgment which acts in 
accordance with our limited understanding, to endlessly revise our 
positions and our person in self-reflection, to be true to ourselves not as 
individuals but as that-which-lives-apodictically — this is a practice that 
culminates in "universally, apodictically grounded and grounding science 
... as the necessarily highest function of mankind" (338). This function is 
the expression of mankind’s universal telos.

Being human is teleological being and an ought-to-be . . . 
this teleology holds sway in each and every activity and 
project of an ego ... through self-understanding in all this 
it can know the apodictic telos. (341)

Just as mankind is inevitably directed towards apodicticity, towards that 
which is ultimately convincing, so are we drawn towards valuations, to 
say this-ought-to-be, and that-ought-not. Of all possible goals, there is one
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thing that is a universal telos for mankind, an "apodictic telos," which is 
available to the self-understanding of man as such. That purpose is none 
other than reason itself. Man’s ought-to-be is an ought-to-be-reasonable. 
His will is the will to refine himself as reasonable, and according to 
reason.

This exercise of reason is a recursive, adaptive process that never 
reaches a final point. As Husserl says, "rationality is an idea residing in 
the infinite" (339). We are always already in the world, with various 
practical concerns, understandings, and misunderstandings. Reason 
begins as a recognition of apodicticity in the form of a basic self-evidence. 
From this, through generations, apodicticity itself is recognized as the 
goal, and this marks the beginning of philosophy. Apodicticity pursues 
itself, through all its faults and corrections. At a certain point, historically, 
in the invention of transcendental phenomenology, apodicticity 
recognizes itself not merely as "truth" or "logic," but as the endless 
process of self-improvement that in itself constitutes the telos of 
mankind.

Mankind understanding itself as rational, understanding 
that it is rational in seeking to be rational; that this 
signifies an infinity of living and striving toward reason; 
that reason is precisely that which man qua man, in his 
innermost being, is aiming for, that which alone can 
satisfy him, make him "blessed." (340-341)

The meaning of life reveals itself as this infinite seeking and striving 
towards reason, towards self-understanding and development. By finding 
meaning through this understanding of ourselves as seeking the 
"apodictic life," the life of philosophy, we restore once again to our 
practical activities the notion, lost since the loss of metaphysics, that our 
toils are in service of something greater. Our destination remains 
unknown, but now — and perhaps forever — we are on the way.
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