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Student Rebellion and the Nazis: 
"The White Rose" in Its Setting 

Beate Ruhm von Oppen 

I The Rise and Rule of Hitler 

W
ere someone to ask why I am giving two 
lectures in a row instead of the traditional 
single lecture, I might give as a reason 
an experience I had some two years ago. 
It was in May 1970, just after the 

American incursion into Cambodia, at a university 
specializing in theology- one that had theology as one 
of its three main divisions. There was student unrest all 
over the country and talk of "revolution:' There was 
something like that going on at that university on the 
day I spoke there. My subject was the relationship of the 
Nazis and the churches, a subject, I had been told, of 
special interest to the people there. 

But perhaps not on that disturbed day. The question 
period was dismal; discussion impossible. One questioner 
got up and asked: "What about student protest?" It was 
not a sly question; it was quite innocent and proceeded 
from pure ignorance, such ignorance as I was unprepared 
for in a middle-aged questioner. So I gave a brief and 
brutal answer on the history of student protest in Ger
many: that, indeed, loud and massive and effective pro
test existed in the period bifore the Nazis came to power, 
and that the protesters Were Nazis, or at any rate mili
tant nationalists, who exercised considerable pressure on 
the academic establishment of the Weimar Republic
and, incidentally, even more, on that of the Austrian 
Republic; that once the Nazis were in power, there was 

Beate Ruhm von Oppen is a tutor at St. Jolm's College, Annapolis. This ar
ticle is a slightly revised version of two lectures given at Annapolis on February 
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(Princeton 1971); "Nazis and Christians" in "World Politics, vol. XXI, No. 3, 
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hardly any open protest; and that the first three of the 
famous group of Munich students who protested in 
"public" against the Nazi regime and its war were dead 
within a few days of being caught, the rest following a 
few months later. 

A helpful colleague, a theologian and church 
historian, then jumped into the breach and explained 
that Nazi Germany was a police state- and what that 
meant. I must confess I had taken that as read. But the 
incident showed me that one cannot take it as read any 
longer and that any description of resistance must start 
with that which is resisted. 

Also it could be that a term like "police state;' being 
misused too much, has lost its meaning and like other 
such terms ~'genocide;' for instance, or "fascism" or 
"totalitarianism'~ no longer conveys anything precise or 
distinct. But meanings and distinctions have to be kept 
clear, or, if they have been blurred, have to be made clear 
again, not just for love of pedantry, but for tbe sake of 
liberty, perhaps of life itself. 

Lies work best when there is a grain of truth in them. 
The best precaution against being taken in is the cultiva
tion of the habit of looking for tbat grain of truth and 
trying to see what has been done with it. Denying or ig
noring the grain of truth or the facts of a matter may 
be magnificent ideology and rousing rhetoric, but that 
is no defence against the better liar. And Hitler may have 
been the best liar there ever was. 

That is one reason why we are having two lectures, 
the first on the police state or whatever other name one 
may find more appropriate for Nazi Germany, and the 
second on a group of students who opposed it and a pro
fessor who supported them and died with them. 

I must take note of two elements of risk in offering 
such lectures as these, here, at St. John's. Firstly, St. John's 
does not do "history." It is not one of our liberal arts. We 

WINTER 1984 



read Homer and Herodotus and Thucydides; Virgil and 
Tacitus; Plutarch and Gibbon; Tocqueville and Tolstoi 
and Marx. We read quite a lot of political philosophy. We 
read much that made history, from the Bible to the church 
fathers to the reformers and debunkers; from Aristotle 
to Rousseau and Kant to Hegel and Darwin to the 
documents of American constitutional history. Yet we do 
not have "history" as a subject, or a disipline. 

The second risk is rather peculiar to our moment in 
history, but here, at St. John's, it is probably the lesser 
of the two risks. The temper of many of the more vocal, 
more audible and visible of our contemporaries is a
historical or anti-historical. There is no patience with 
history. It is regarded as "irrelevanC-unless, of course, 
disjointed bits of it can be used, torn from their context, 
as ammunition in some campaign. 

The two risks may, to some extent, cancel each other 
out, although they may also reinforce each other. We 
cultivate, perhaps over-cultivate, rationality here. By 
"over-cultivate" I mean a development of the reasoning 
faculty at the expense of other faculties. Here we stand 
opposed to the temper of our time which is, increasingly, 
anti-rational-a rebellion against the shallow "functional" 
rationalism of the mechanised, mass-educating, manip
ulative age. Our rationalism here, at St. John's, is 
different- more reflective and comprehensive- and 
therefore few of us are driven into this reactive irra
tionalism, in fact most of us are quite good at resisting it. 

But I often sense a divorce from reality, from human 
reality; from psychological, political, historical reality. For 
instance, seminar discussions of Thucydides on the 
revolution in Corcyra and the attendant linguistic revolu
tion in which "words had to change their usual mean
ings" tend to be perfunctory: a few contemporary ex
amples of the misuse of words by dishonest politicians 
or commercial salesmen will be mentioned, but the 
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The ji'rst students to be executed. Lift 
to right, Hans and Sophie Scholl, 
Christoph Probst, july 1942. 

discussion lacks feeling, passion -lacks, apparently, ex
perience; I mean: lacks the qllfllity of talk about something 
one has really experienced; it lacks the conviction that 
this is something really evil and dangerous- and should 
be resisted or counteracted to the best of our ability. The 
raw material of experience abounds. But the mental, in
cluding the emotional, engagement rarely seems to take 
place. I cannot here go into the question of what the 
reasons for this inattention may be. Quantity of comment 
on the phenomenon of misused language proves 
nothing- certainly it does not prove a realization of the 
seriousness of the matter. 

Neither does a concern for the purity and impeccabil
ity of language necessarily ensure the best politics and 
the most just and decent polity. But certain peccabilities 
are more dangerous, more insidious in their effects, than 
others. The more serious linguistic sins seem to me to 
be very closely related to the subject at the core of these 
two lectures: slavery and freedom, the manipulation of 
men (and women, and children) and the resistance to 
manipulation -a resistance that is needed at all times 
and is always fraught with risks and renunciations, but 
which in bad times may involve the readiness to stake 
one's life. 

A fter this short introduction, let me begin in a most 
simple way and speak of the ways in which poli
tics began to impinge on me at the time when 

things were bad and getting worse. For the students I 
am going to talk about were roughly speaking my con
temporaries, my vintage, belonging to the same "cohort;' 
as I believe the trade now calls it. 1 We were born at the 
end of the first World War and did our growing up in 
Germany. 

I cannot think back to a time when politics was not 
in the air. I remember the evidence of food shortages in 
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my kindergarten and elementary school days. I 
remember the feeling of insecurity communicated by all 
around me when the currency collapsed, that is, when 
there was not just the sort of inflation we have now, but 
something that galloped away in geometric or exponen
tial progression, so that, for instance, a lawyer's or doc
tor's earnings of one day might not be enough to buy 
a loaf of bread the next day. 

Some time ago you could see, in the window of an 
antique shop on our Main Street, an old German 50,000 
Mark note, said to have been "used in Hitler's Germany." 
Perhaps it was used as wall-paper. It might be more ac
curate to say that it was used-as monry- in pre-Hitler 
Germany, though I'd hate to refer to tbe Weimar 
Republic as just that. At any rate it was a specimen of 
the kind of money that helped to bring about Hitler's 
Germany. 

50,000 Marks now would be worth about $13,000. In 
"normal" times, 4 marks were a dollar. The date of issue 
on that 50,000 Mark note was 19 November 1922. The 
very fact that such a note was printed and put into cir
culation was, of course, a sign that inflation had got out 
of hand. In the summer of 1922 the dollar was worth not 
4 Marks, but over 100. The next S).lmmer it was worth 
over 1 million. And by 15 November 1923 it was worth 
4 trillion Marks ( 4,000,000,000,000). If my reckoning is 
right- but you'd better check it-that 50,000 Mark note 
issued November 1922 was worth one-eighty-millionth 
of a dollar a year: $1/80,000,000 or 1/800,000 of a cent. 
That was very cheap wallpaper. But expensive too. 

What it all meant, among other things, was the 
pauperization and demoralization of the middle class and 
the partial destruction of the social fabric. 

It was in November 1923 that Adolf Hitler, the leader 
of a tiny party, staged his abortive putsch or coup d~tat in 
Munich, when he tried for the first time, and failed, to 
seize power. That year had also seen, in central Germany, 
communist attempts to seize power; they too were un
successful. Hitler was sent to a comfortable prison for 
a while and used his leisure to write his book, Mein Kampf. 
When he got out again, he adopted a policy of legality 
and with that he eventually prevailed. 

By the time I entered elementary school, in 1924, a 
new currency had been established and, though scarce, 
money once more was money. But I noticed that my 
teachers were not enthusiastic about the political system, 
though we dutifully and decorously celebrated the 80th 
birthday of our President. His name was Hindenburg 
and he had been a famous field marshal in the world war, 
halting the Russian advance in East Prussia. Being, as 
it were, a personal link between the old, pre-war empire 
and the new, post-war republic, and loyal to the new con
stitution, he was a national figure acceptable to the 
moderate right and moderate left. And for a decade he 
lasted as head of state, while chancellors, or heads of 
government, succeeded each other at a breathtaking rate. 
The country had many political parties and an election 
system based on proportional representation, so that votes 
were distributed across a wide spectrum and a large 
number of parties; thus governments had to be formed 
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out of coalitions of several parties and were correspon
dingly shaky and shortlived. I also remember many elec
tions during my school days and reports of violent 
rhetoric from left and right, as well as physical violence, 
street fights, murders, assassinations. 

Then, after the Wall Street crash of 1929 with its 
world-wide repercussions, there was another economic 
crisis a mere- six years after the beginning of the recovery 
from the earlier one, with a growing, an intolerable, rate 
of unemployment. It grew from 1.3 million in September 
1929 to 3 million a year later, to over 6 million in 1931. 
With a total population of about 65 million, this meant 
that one in every two families was hit; and unemploy
ment pay was at starvation level. The extremist parties, 
the communists and the Nazis, made great gains and 
finally occupied more than half the seats in the national 
parliament, where they were now able to paralyze the 
democratic process. They also joined, for instance, in a 
strike to paralyze the transport system of Berlin. Other
wise they could fight each other to the death, and did, 
with casualties on both sides, despite the general strategy 
of the communists at that time to treat the Social 
Democrats -whom they called "social fascists" for the 
purpose-as the enemy No. 1 and to flirt with the 
possibility of a Nazi victory as a promising prelude to 
a communist takover. Even a school girl couldn't help 
noticing some of these things: the transport strike, the 
posters, the polarization, the combination of both ex
tremes against the middle, and the weakness and ap
parent helplessness of the middle. 

When President Hindenburg appointed Hitler Reich 
Chancellor on 30 January 1933, he was acting in accor
dance with the letter and perhaps even the spirit of the 
constitution. Hitler's party, the National Socialist Ger
man Workers' Party (or "Nazis" for short, to distinguish 
them from the "Sozis;' or Social Democrats), was by then 
the strongest party in the country, with about one-third 
of the vote; tbe Social Democrats had only one-fifth; the 
communists one-sixth; the Catholic Center Party, 
together with its Bavarian affiliate, about tbe same. There 
were many others, but not one of them had as much as 
10% of the vote: the largest of them, the Nationalists, 
8.8%. Hitler became the head of a coalition government. 
I still remember seeing the faces of these gentlemen in 
an evening paper that carried the announcement. 

No one knew what it meant. I was somewhat scared, 
for I had read Hitler's book. I had had to do it secretly, 
at night, with a flashlight under the bedclothes, for my 
parents, like many other respectable people, regarded it 
as pornographic. It was very long; and that was probably 
why very few people read it, though once its author had 
become the ruler of the land, it was widely and 
compulsorily distributed, for example, as a present to 
newly-weds, bound like a bible. But that did not, of 
;::ourse, ensure its perusal. 

Life at school greatly changed in the seventeen 
months before I left. There was much talk of national 
solidarity and the Community of the People. There were 
changes in personnel and in the curriculum. And there 
was a dramatic rate of attrition. My own class was reduc-
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ed by more than half- probably because girls (it was a 
girls' school I went to) or their parents thought that since 
the new regime had set its face against too much 
academic education for women (who were not to exceed 
10% of university enrollment), it was hardly worth strug
gling through more Latin and trigonometry and all that 
up to the rather stiff final exam which was normally taken 
at eighteen. 

The teaching personnel changed in two ways: there 
were a few dismissals, of] ews- there were very few Jews 
at my school. Our English teacher, who was a Jew, was 
at first said not to be subject to dismissal because he had 
not only served in the war but had even been wounded 
in the head; but eventually he left all the same and the 
next English teacher was less good; and that one was in 
due course replaced by an even worse one, a teacher 
trainee. The other change among the teachers ·was a 
change of tone and colour. A very few revealed themselves 
as Nazis which, they said, they had been all along but 
could only now, at last, openly avow to be. (On the whole 
the school had been vaguely nationalistic, but far from 
Nazi.) Others toed the new line as best they could and 
exhibited varying degrees of cravenness or caution or 
dignity, enthusiasm or moderation or reserve. Many new 
things were required; the Hitler salute at the beginning 
of classes, attendance at new national celebrations which 
proliferated and at which one had, of course, to stand 
at attention (with upraised arm) as the new national an
them was played and sung, the old marching song of the 
Nazi movement, with text by one Horst Wessel, saying: 
"Raise the flag, close the ranks, we stormtroopers march 
in firm and steady tread. Comrades shot by the Reds 
and Reactionaries are marching on in our ranks." It was 
the battle song of the new revolution. 

So there was all that. And there were changes in such 
subjects as history and science. Let me take biology, for 
that is where I had my brief hour of glory. I had not done 
well with the dissection of tulips and the like. But I shone 
once biology was converted into race biology. Not only 
was there Mendel's law, about which my father had told 
me before (only its implications and application were now 
rather different from what I had gathered from him), 
but, and this is where the real-if sinister- fun came 
in, we now learnt about the German races ~'Aryan;' of 
course, all of them. There were six, if I remember cor
rectly, ranging in excellence from the Nordic to the East 
Baltic. Nordic was the best because Nordic man had 
created almost all the culture there was and he had qual
ities of leadership. The Mediterranean race was also quite 
good (for after all there had been ancient Greeks and 
Romans and there were modern Italians, good fascists, 
full of leadership). The Mediterranean race could most 
easily be memorized as a smaller, lightweight, and darker 
version of the Nordic: what they had in common were 
the proportions of their skulls and faces (long, narrow 
skull, long face) and the characteristic way of standing 
on one leg, with no weight on the other; one standing 
and one playing leg, as a literal translation of the Ger
man names for them would have it. Such legs could be 
seen in Greek statues and such were the legs of Nordic 
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man. The Falic race was the next best. It shared many 
of the sterling qualities of the Nordic- highmindedness 
and the rest- but could be distinguished from it by the 
fact that it stood, squarely, on two legs. No playleg there. 
Also its face was a bit broader. That race lacked, 
somewhat, the fire of Nordic man, or let us say the thumos, 
but made up for it by solidity and staying power. The 
colour scheme was fairly nordic: blond hair, blue eyes. 
So was that of the East Baltic race whose virtues were less 
marked than those of the Nordic and the Falic and whose 
features were less distinguished, including a broader skull 
and a broadish nose. I could not quite make out the use 
of this race, unless it was, perhaps, territorial, to keep 
the Slavs out. The Slavs were not a German race. Then 
there was a German race that looked, one might say, a 
bit Jewish, or perhaps Armenian, but it was neither. It 
was Dinaric and seemed to be much the same as What 
earlier classifications had called Alpine. Indeed this race 
dwelt in the mountains. It looked sturdy enough, but not 
as prepossessing as the Nordic; and its head had awkward 
measurements: Dinaric man had a prominent nose and 
not much back to his head. But he had a redeeming 
feature: he was musical. 

Now all this, of course, was good clean fun and easy 
to visualize and memorize. Indeed there were visual aids: 
pictures of well-known personages to help recognition and 
memorization: Hindenburg for the Falic race, somebody 
like Haydn for the Dinaric, Caesar for the Mediterra
nean. Then there was a picture of Martin Luther, the 
Great German Reformer; I forget what race he was said 
to represent. To me he looked Slavic. But that, of course, 
could not be. I suppose he was declared a darker type 
of East Baltic or Falic. All this was child's play, and this 
child played it with zest and success. 

History was harder. One could not inwardly laugh 
that off and outwardly play it as a parlor game. One had 
to learn, or appear to learn; appear to make one's own- to 
some extent, in some way, at least- one had to read, say, 
and write the things that had been neglected or "falsified" 
in the Weimar Republic of evil memory, under "the 
System" ("in der Systemzeit/' as the Nazis referred to it). 
New textbooks could not be brought out overnight. So 
we were all given a short brochure on contemporary 
history, the recent and most "relevant" period of German 
and European and world history. It started with the Ger
man surrender at the end of the world war (there was 
only one then, so it needed no number), a surrender 
brought about by trickery abroad and treason at home, 
by President Wilson's 14-point peace proposal and the 
stab in the back of the undefeated German army, a piece 
of treachery committed by Jews, Marxists, and 
Catholics-feckless folk, with international ties. These 
traitors then set up their system of abject surrender 
abroad and iniquity and immorality at home. They ac
cepted the shameful peace treaty of Versailles which not 
only saddled Germany with sole responsibility for the 
war (in Article 231, which Germans called the "war guilt 
clause" or "war guilt lie")2 but also provided for the 
payment-virtually in perpetuity-of quite crippling 
reparations. Germany was unilaterally disarmed (whereas 
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Wilson had envisaged universal disarmament) and was 
blockaded by the British- after the cessation of 
hostilities-to enforce submission, and then, in 1923, in
vaded by the French, who marched into the Ruhr valley 
to seize German coal and steel production as reparation 
payments were in arrears. It was reparations that caused 
the economic misery during the republican 14 years of 
shame. Attempts to revise the reparations schedule to 
make it more tolerable were fruitless and fraudulent. The 
last revision provided for the spreading of payments until 
1988 and the country was dying in the attempt to do the 
victors' bidding. The nation would have to stand together 
and rally round the FUhrer- or the "People's Chancellor;' 
as he was then still called- to throw off the shackles of 
Versailles. The cover of this brochure had a muscular 
worker on it, stripped to the waist and bursting his chains. 

We also learnt about the parts of Germany that had 
been taken away by the Treaty of Versailles, that dictated 
peace, and about the Germans who languished under 
foreign domination. We learnt that German defenceless
ness was further aggravated by the geographic position 
of the country: surrounded by hostile powers. Thus a 
bombing plane could take off from France and fly right 
across Germany and land in Czechoslovakia, without 
refueling. The lesson was brought home by air raid ex
ercises. They were not very realistic, but they served to 
educate. I still remember leading my little troop of 
classmates to their several homes, staying close to the 
houses, as instructed, to avoid exposure to imagined fal
ling shrapnel and flying glass. That was in the first year 
or so of Hitler's power, five or six years before his war. 
It was useless, of course, as an exercise in air raid precau
tions; but it was useful for fomenting fear and a spirit 
of national defence. It also showed that the Czechoslovak 
Republic, even if militarily it amounted to no more than 
a well-defended aircraft base, was the power that enabled 
France- or planes based in France- to bomb the whole 
of Germany. And in addition- but this point was not 
given too much prominence until four years later, in the 
crisis leading up to the Munich settlement which began 
the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia- in addition the 
country was a political entity in which six-and-a-half 
million Czechs held over three million Germans in sub
jection, as second-class citizens. Clearly the Sudeten 
region had to be united with Germany. 

So much for what was taught in class and done in 
extra-curricular exercises under the responsibility of the 
school. But there was one other thing I should mention. 
Schools were obliged to take their pupils to certain films, 
propaganda films that were being shown commercially. 
So, obediently, our class went to see the movie "Bitler
junge Quex;' the story of a Hitler Youth of the working 
class whose father was a communist and whose mother 
was long-suffering and tried to cope with conditions and 
her husband, but in the end committed suicide, by gas, 
from misery and despair. Quex (who was a very ideal
ized version of an actual Hitler Youth who had been 
killed) first joined a communist youth group, as was 
natural in view of his home background. But soon, on 
a camping excursion, he was so revolted by their beastly 
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ways, that he ran away, ran through the woods, and carne 
upon the camp of a Nazi youth group which instantly 
and deeply impressed him as his own and the country's 
salvation. (It was a sunrise scene, to make sure we all 
got the point.) Here were shining faces, clean limbs, real 
comradeship, purpose, discipline, dedication, and hope. 
So he joined the Hitler Youth and was active, devotedly 
active, in the distribution ofleaflets and all that; mostly 
in the poor parts of Berlin that were hard hit by 
unemployment-as much as the boy's own father. One 
day, at dawn, the communists took their revenge and his 
particular personal enemy, a brute of a man, pursued 
him through the deserted streets -also through the maze 
of an amusement park, a very effective, macabre, 
cinematic touch that, and long before The Third Man
and finally caught up with him and knifed him. But Quex 
died for the cause, and when his friends found him, on 
the point of death, and propped him up, he raised his 
right arm in a salute to the German future and the 
camera swung up to the clouds and the sound track into 
the marching song of Hitler Youth, with the lines "the 
flag leads us into eternity, for the flag is more than death:' 

The trouble was twofold: that the film was most ef
fective and affecting (however corny it may sound as I 
now tell it) and made with terrific competence and with 
the participation of some very good actors; and secondly 
that the school was under an obligation not only to take 
us to it, but also to discuss it with us. So we had our 
class discussion. I do not remember much about it ex
cept for the fact that I decided to play the part of aesthetic 
and dramatic critic, arguing that, powerful though the 
movie was, it could have been even better if it had been 
less black and white (metaphorically speaking), if it had 
had more nuances, more human diversity and 
verisimilitude. Why did I take that line? In order not to 
embarrass or endanger our teacher who was leading the 
discussion, who, I had reason to believe, was very 
unhappy about the Nazis, and who was a widow with 
two children for whom she had to provide. 

Then there was a film about Joan of Arc, replete with 
horrors of the Hundred Years' War. It exposed the sadism 
of the British and the brutality of the Catholic clergy. 
On that occasion I objected to the screening of atrocities; 
and that was about as far as one could go and get away 
with it. 

Soon after, in the second half of 1934, I got out of 
the country and cannot speak any further from personal 
experience about what subsequently became possible and 
impossible. 

Now "impossible" is a term that strictly speaking 
brooks no comparison. So let us look at some of the laws 
that existed and were passed later, which limited the 
freedom of expression and of assembly and of organiza
tion and action. Whatever laws may exist, and be en
forced, it is, of course, still possible to do some of the 
things that are forbidden; but it becomes less likely that 
people will do them when the penalties are painful. 
In a police state they really are inflicted. Actually, Nazi 
Germany became something even worse than a police 
state; because Hitler's shock troops, the SS, not only 
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permeated and took charge of the police, but came to 
have a whole empire and fields of activity to themselves, 
outside the reach and control of the police and the ar
my. It was the SS that ran the concentration camps and 
extermination camps and the campaign to improve the 
health of the nation (or the national economy) by kill
ing the incurable. They were not hampered by the law 
but acted directly on the Fuhrer's Orders, something 
beyond the law. 

B ut I am anticipating. Let me mention some of 
the early laws that were passed and enforced. 

The first and most fundamental of them was the 
Decree of the Reich President for the Protection of the 
People and the State. It was promulgated on 28 February 
1933, four weeks after Hitler had become Chancellor and 
the day after the burning of the Reichstag building by 
arson. A young-Dutch anarchist boasted of the deed and 
was eventually sentenced to death by the Supreme Court. 
Ostensibly the decree was directed against communist 
acts of violence. In fact it was used against all who could 
be said to be endangering the State, including, for in
stance, members of the clergy who made bold to con
tinue to preach and practise Christianity. It not only 
tightened up provisions or increased penalties under the 
criminal code for such offences as treason, arson, the use 
of explosives, and the taking of hostages. But it also 
suspended "until further notice" a number of basic 
rights -and it remained in effect until the end of Hitler's 
rule. 

Three weeks later, on 21 March 1933, there was a 
Decree "for the defence of the government of national 
resurgence [Erhebung] against malicious attacks:'3 

What the word Erhebung in the title meant and the 
text of the decree spelt out was that this protection of 
the law was not only for the government but also for the 
"organizations supporting it:' It was the protection of 
government and party organizations against "malice'~ 
and "malice" was construed to include factual statements 
that were false or distorted. This decree was very effec
tive in silencing criticism. 

The Nazis even tried to silence foreign criticism
and to some extent succeeded. They had means of 
pressure and persuasion even abroad. They had hostages 
at home- for instance the half million German Jews. The 
one-day boycott of Jewish shops and businesses on 1 April 
1933 was presented as an act of retaliation and warning 
against Jewish-instigated atrocity propaganda abroad
where sensationalism had, indeed, occasionally got the 
better of factual reporting. (The more serious conse
quence of irresponsible reporting was that later true 
reports of massive horrors met with disbelief.) 

On 24 March 1933 there was the Enabling Bill, passed 
by parliament and limiting its rights in favor of the ex
ecutive. This was the "Law to alleviate the distress of the 
People and the State:' I am translating the title of the 
law as best I can- though the German word "Not,') here 
rendered as "distress" or perhaps I should say "plight?", 
is another of those many-facetted and multi-level Ger
man words, with meanings ranging from "misery" to 
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11emergency." (I won't here go into Wagner's use of the 
word.) This Behebung (literally: lifting; or alleviation) 
Behebung der Not von Volk und Staat demanded strong 
measures and the government's hand was to be 
strengthened against potential paralysis by parliament. 
There were still parties in that parliament, though the 
communists, after having done quite well in the elections 
of 5 March, were prevented from taking their seats. These 
elections, now far from free though they were, still only 
gave the Nazis 44% of the vote. But by mid ;July all other 
parties were abolished. (It may have had symbolic 
significance that the "Law against the formation of new 
parties;' the law instituting the one-party state, was pro
mulgated on 14 July 1933. On the same day there was 
a law on plebiscites, which could now be coupled with 
elections. The one-party rule was further buttressed by 
a law, of 1 December 1933, "to safeguard the unity of 
party and State:') 

Meanwhile there were also certain administrative 
measures and reorganizations. There was something 
called Gleichschaltung-a term taken from mechanics or 
electro-mechanics and meaning synchronization or co
ordination, or bringing into line. Gleichschaltung was ap
plied to constitutional and administrative streamlining, 
as in the laws of March and April 1933, for the 
Gleichschaltung der Lander mit dem Reich, that is, the co
ordination of the Liinder, or States, with the Reich, or 
national government and administration. It was aimed 
at centralization and the weakening or abolition of powers 
enjoyed by the states constituting Bismarck's Reich and 
the Weimar Republic. 

Perhaps I should add another word to our glossary: 
Reich. It means realm or kingdom or empire. The Holy 
Roman Empire was, in German, Das Heil£ge ROmische 
Reich. It was fmally and officially abolished by Napoleon, 
in 1806. When Bismarck united Germany in 1871, he 
founded the second German Reich, or empire. The of
ficial name of the Weimar Republic was also Deutsches 
Reich, but the Nazis did not count that and adopted the 
name Third Reich to describe their own- though not 
officially- in _international discourse. 

But Reich, as I said, could also mean "kingdom;' as 
in Reich Gottes "the kingdom of God"-and it was this over
tone that Hitler played on when, at his first big public 
appearance after his inauguration as Reich Chancellor, 
officially, in international discourse. 
his faith in the German people and the resurrection of 
the nation and "the new German Reich of greatness and 
honour and power and glory and righteousness. Amen."4 

Yes, he said: "Amen:' It was an allusion to, and a secular 
usurpation of, the Prostestant ending of the Lord's 
prayer. 5 Hitler, a lasped Catholic, probably thought 
references to national resurrection and invocations of 
power and glory (of the German Reich, not the Reich 
Gottes) would appeal to the Protestant majority of the 
country-which was much more nationalist than the 
Catholics- and whose support he needed. In fact his 
main support and electoral base was predominantly 
Protestant. 

But to return to Gleichschaltung for a moment: it was 
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not only Liinder that were being coordinated with the 
Reich, but other organizations were also brought into 
line, and the term was also used for the change or align
ment of orientation or thinking, certainly of all expression 
of thinking (though this meaning was not in official use, 
only unofficial; it often cropped up in private comment 
by critics of the regime). Not only were laws passed for 
the rigid control of all cultural activities and the press 
and radio, not only was there a law against "malice;' but 
all language became subject to "regulation'~ explicit in 
the ministries and in instructions to editors, but conveyed 
quite clearly by implication to the general public too. This 
Sprachregelung was extremely effective and of a thorough
ness now almost unimaginable. Even George Orwell can 
hardly give one an idea of the pervasiveness of it or of 
the feel of a linguistic universe in which things could no 
longer be called by their proper names. This was why 
all forms of non-verbal communication became so very 
important. Let me give you two examples to illustrate 
this. 

Let us take the word "murder:' It was taboo for ac
tions of the government. When, in the bloody purge of 
the summer of 1934, the Nazis murdered Erich 
Klausener, the Berlin head of Catholic Action, they an
nounced it as suicide. (Mr. Klein recently gave me the 
issue of the paper of the Diocese of Berlin reporting 
Klausener's death. 6 He evidently got hold of it at the time 
of those turbulent events and kept it for nearly half a cen
tury.) The front cover is occupied by Klausener's picture 
under the title of the paper and the Diocesan emblem, 
a lamb, with the inscription "Behold the Lamb of God;' 
in Latin. On the next page there is the announcement 
of his unexpected death on 30 June 1934 (and everyone 
knew the meaning of that date), the requiem mass for 
him in the presence of the Bishop and all the members 
of the chapter of the Cathedral of St. Hedwig, an ad
dress by the Bishop, and the burial of the ashes
(ashes)-with all liturgical observances, in consecrated 
ground. The page after that carries the Bishop's last salute 
to the deceased, and then there are five more pages of 
obituaries. Not a word about murder. Not a word about 
suicide. But the fact that the ashes-the Nazis had 
evidently thought it wiser to cremate the body-were 
given Christian burial and that the funeral was a great 
event in the Catholic diaspora of Berlin, gave the lie to 
the Nazi version of his death. But such publicity was not 
to be possible much longer. 

Ten years and many unnatural deaths later, after the 
failure of the attempt of 20 July 1944 to kill Hitler and 
oust the Nazis, there were several series of secret show 
trials of the conspirators. This may be a contradiction 
in terms, but I can explain: admission to the trials and 
reports on them were completely controlled. The "show" 
aspect is harder to explain, but it was real enough: those 
trials were filmed and the film was intended to be shown 
after suitable editing. Very little of it survives after editing 
by Goebbels and the victorious Allies. The most mov
ing moment in what those two sets of censors and the 
vicissitudes of war have spared is almost, but not quite, 
wordless. It comes in a sequence when one of the accused, 
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in order to explain why he took part in the conspiracy, 
referred to "the many murders'!...-. only to be instantly in
terrupted in mid-sentence, by the presiding judge, yel
ling, with pretended incredulity (or perhaps he could 
really not believe his ears); "Murders?", and then sub
jecting him to screaming abuse and asking whether he 
was not breaking down under the weight of his villainy. 
The accused, as far as I could tell from the film, wanted 
to treat this as a rhetorical question; but when the judge 
insisted on an answer, yes or no, paused for a moment 
and then, quietly, said: "No:' After which there was fur
ther loud invective from the judge. 7 The defendant was 
sentenced to death and hanged. Many were sentenced 
to death in those trials. But very few were able to say 
anything so clear and unsettling to the regime as this man 
with his explicit mention of murders and his final No. 
What gave it its force was the moment of reflection before. 
It made his final, considered, monosyllabic rejection of 
what he had staked his life to fight deliberate and 
definitive. 

Such, then, was this careful regulation of language, 
in addition to the laws circumscribing people's freedom 
of action and of expression. 

All the laws I have mentioned were enacted in Hitler's 
first year of power. I shall just mention a few that came 
later. President Hindenburg finally died, having been 
very doddery before, in early August 1934. On 1 August 
1934, a law concerning the office of Head of State had 
been adopted, uniting the offices of President and 
Chancellor. Hitler now had them both. He instantly 
ordered a new oath to be administered to the armed 
forces, sworn personally to the new Commander-in
Chief, "the Fuhrer of the German Reich and People, 
Adolf Hitler." In March 1935 there was an armed forces 
law, introducing conscription. The Treaty Of Versailles 
had limited the size ofthe German army to 100,000 men 
and stipulated long periods of service in order to pre
vent the training oflarge numbers of short-term recruits. 
It was that small and highly professional army which now 
served as nucleus of the new. 

In September of that same year, 1935, the so-called 
Niirnberg Laws were passed by the Reichstag which was 
meeting not in Berlin but in the city where the annual 
party rallies were held. These laws, one relating to citizen
ship and one to the Protection of German Blood and 
Honour (this was the wording of the title), deprived Jews 
of certain civil and social rights, including the right to 
marry anyone but Jews or to have extramarital inter
course with gentiles. Jews (and other undesirables) had 
already been eliminated from the civil service by the law 
for the "restoration of the professional civil service" passed 
in April 1933. By the way: in 1935 it was still possible 
for Jews to leave the country. But there was the problem 
of where to go and how to find a livelihood. This may 
illustrate it: the American immigration quota for Ger
many was not fully taken up until1938. After the pogrom 
of November 1938, that German quota had a waiting 
list. Professional discrimination and economic disabilities 
had been increasing before, but it was only the excesses 
of November 1938- staged after the fatal shooting of a 
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German diplomat in Paris by a young Polish jew-that 
made it clear that worse might be in store. There was 
a policy of mounting discrimination, then of segregation 
and spoliation, finally, during the war, of deportation to 
the East, and of extermination. But that was not pro
mulgated in a law. On the contrary, it was a state secret 
and carried out administratively. Most of the victims of 
that last phase were not German Jews, but Polish, Rus
sian, and other ] ews from all over Hitler's Europe. 

T he expansion of the Reich began with the annexa
tion of Austria in March 1938 and the law 
bearing the curious title "Law on the Reunifica

tion of Austria with the Reich:' What was being united 
was the country of Hitler's birth and the country he 
adopted and which adopted him with such catastrophic 
consequences for itself and for the world. Hitler actu
ally became a German citizen less than a year before he 
became German Chancellor. The dodge to get him na
turalized was his appointment by some of his sym
pathizers and purely on paper, of course, as a civil ser
vant of the little state of Brunswick, in order to enable 
him to run in the Presidential election of March 1932, 
a few days later. The American constitution seems a bit 
more careful in that respect. 

There were many Austrians and many Germans who 
wanted the Anschluss, the joining of the two countries. 
But the peace treaties after the world war forbade it. 
Many liberals had wanted it; but perhaps the conditions 
of 1938 were not the most propitious. Propitious or no, 
they brought about the Greater German Reich (as 
distinct from Bismarck's Lesser Germany that had ex
cluded Austria) and a flanking threat to Czechoslovakia. 
Indeed, that country was dismembered a few months 
after. 

All this happened in a state of peace. The state of 
war did not come about until September 1939 when 
Hitler, having made a pact with Stalin, marched into 
Poland, without a declaration of war, but "returning 
[Polish] fire;' as the official German communique had 
it. Poland was subdued and partitioned between the Ger
mans and the Russians. France fell the following sum
mer, after neutral Denmark, Norway, Holland, Belgium, 
and Luxembourg. That was the stage at which Hitler's 
ally Mussolinijoined in. Hitler failed to invade Britain, 
but instead invaded Russia in June 1941. Japan and 
America enter the war in December of that year, over 
two years after its beginning. It did not end in Europe 
until the Americans and the Russians met in the middle 
of Germany in May 1945, and in Asia until two atom 
bombs had been dropped on Japan, in August 1945. 

Hitler's strongest card had been the Treaty of Ver
sailles. His initial strength and his support in the period 
of consolidation of power came from the German sense 
of national injury and the real grievances. So long as he 
was juSt seen as the man who was working, by hook or 
by crook, for the revision or abolition of that treaty, he 
had support for his foreign policy far beyond the ranks 
of his own party. People were willing to swallow some 
of the more distasteful components of his domestic policy 
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for the sake of the liberation of the country from the 
shackles of Versailles. 

The first move in that direction came during Hitler's 
first year in power, in October 1933, when he took Ger
many out of the League of Nations as a protest against 
continued discrimination against Germany in the disarm
ament negotiations. He got this step endorsed by a 
plebiscite combined with new elections- only one party 
Eow to choose from- and the result was indeed more 
favourable than the 44% of the previous March, more 
than twice as good. Before the voting, to show the peo
ple and the world that Hitler had the backing of the 
greatest sages in the land and of the academic establish
ment, there were declarations of support (entitled, 
{'Bekenntnisse/J or confessions of faith) from representatives 
of that establishment, including, for instance, the 
theologian Hirsch at Gottingen and the philosopher 
Heidegger at Freiburg, both Rectors of their universities. 8 

The declarations were enthusiastic, bombastic, and 
nauseating. The language in which they were couched 
was very German and virtually untranslatable. It 
represents the linguistic abdication of political respon
sibility and the intoxication with high-sounding and 
meaningless words; the use of language not in an attempt 
to get at the truth of a political matter, but to glorify the 
winds of change or the march of history or the 
peoplehood of a people or the leadership of such a leader. 
Done by a Heidegger in quasi heideggerian German, it 
is a bad thing. 

But Heidegger soon relented; he may even have 
repented. As Ernst Nolte, one of his students later turned 
historian and a great authority on fascism, put it in an 
essay on the types of behaviour among academic teachers 
in the Third Reich: "It was not long before Heidegger, 
with his turn to Holderlin, joined the widespread ten
ency to retreat from the National Socialist reality ... :'9 

Nolte, incidentally, does not think that Heidegger was 
so lamentably subject to the prevailing mental climate 
because of his philosophy. He does not consider the 
possibility, which I regard as a probability, that Heideg
ger's lack of mental resistance may have been due to his 
relationship with language. It is my feeling- however 
paradoxical it may sound when it is said about a philos
opher endowed with so subtle an ear for the vibrations 
of words- that it must have been his politico-linguistic 
tin ear that failed to warn him of people who spoke 
Hitler's language. And he had not read Mein Kampf 

And the students? One hesitates to generalize, but 
they were, on the whole, well ahead of the general 
development, in the vanguard. Nazi students had taken 
the lead and won the votes in the elections to student 
organizations long before Hitler seized power and Pro
fessor Heidegger said: "Let not theses and ideas be the 
rules of your being! The Fuhrer himself and he alone 
is the German reality and law, today and in the future:' 10 

1b some extent it is true to say that 11N ational Socialism 
came to power as the party of youth." 11 But it is not the 
whole truth. 

For this Hirsch-Heidegger syndrome was, unfor
tunately, significant and fairly widespread. Yet Nazi stu-

9 



dent activism not only followed and accompanied, but 
preceded it. Youth was in the vanguard of the Nazi move
ment and revolution. Also the average age of the represen
tatives and leaders of that party was well below that of 
other parties, a fact from which the Social Democrats, 
in particular, suffered acutely. They lacked dynamism; 
the Nazis had it. 

II The Case of the White Rose 

T he student organizations were captured by Nazi 
activists long before Hitler and his party captured 
the chancellorship and command posts of the 

country and established a police state, or rather some
thing even beyond a police state. What I call the "Hirsch
Heidegger syndrome;' was an intoxication, a passing in
toxication, perhaps, certainly so in the case of Heideg
ger, but none the less real and productive of real conse
quences at tbe time. In Heidegger's case I have suggested 
that the loss of sobriety may have been due to the pa
tient's relationship with language, that is, not with his 
philosophy, but with his failure to test words for their 
meaning and implication when used in the political 
context. 

The appeals by prominent representatives of the 
academic establishment to the German electorate to vote 
for Hitler after his first significant step in foreign affairs, 
leaving the League of Nations, were printed and 
translated and also disseminated abroad as Bekenntnisse, 
confessions of faith, in the new Germany and its leader 
Adolf Hitler. 

Let me quote you the official preface to this collec
tion of "confessions" by leading academics. I shall quote 
it in the official translation, for that, after all, was what 
the wider world read. The translation is a bit funny, but 
I shall then say roughly what it meant. It was headed 
"An Appeal to the Intelligentsia of the World"12 and it 
began: 

All science is inextricably linked with the mental character of 
the nation whence it arises. The stipulation for the successful 
scientific work, is, therefore, an unlimited scope of mental 
development and the cultural freedom of the nations. Only 
from the co-operation of the scientific culture of all nations
such as is born from and peculiar to each individual nation
there will spring the nation-uniting power of science. Unlimited 
mental development and cultural freedom of the nations can 
only thrive on the basis of equal rights, equal honour, equal 
political freedom, that is to say, in an atmosphere of genuine, 
universal peace. On the basis of this conviction German science 
appeals to the intelligentsia of the whole world to cede their 
understanding to the striving German nation- united by Adolf 
Hitler- for freedom, honour, justice and peace, to the same 
extent as they would for their own. 13 

There are troubles with the translation of this entire 
document, of course. It is not very English. For "science;' 
for instance, read scholarship, or learning. For other 
words it is harder to substitute English equivalents, for 
in some cases there are none. The German original of what 
became the "mental character of the nation" was 
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something called "geistige Art des U!lk£s," and that bristles 
with difficulties and booby-traps. Not only because the 
word %lk" had on the one hand its denotation of "people" 
(and there was and is no other word for that except in 
a few contexts, such as U!lkslied, where "folk" will do), 
on the other hand it had connotations of"race." But also 
a once harmless word like ~~rt," meaning "kind" (or 
perhaps even "character" as the official translation put 
it) had ceased being harmless and now had a racial over
tone as well, a matter later made quite clear in racial 
legislation which used the term 1&rtfremd," or alien, to refer 
to alien blood 

But the gentle reader abroad could not know this and 
was probably no more than slightly bemused by the 
language served up to him in this document and others. 
What did get across, though, was the plea for equal rights, 
equal honour, equal freedom- that is: the plea for an end 
to discrimination against Germany. (It was over the mat
ter of persistent discrimination in the disarmament 
negotiations that Hitler had taken Germany out of the 
League of Nations.) This plea for "equality" had a tremen
dous effect abroad. It really did seem no more than fair, 
and perhaps even aiming at a more properly balanced 
international stability (the "genuine, universal peace" of 
the translation). 

But also equal rights, honour, and freedom meant 
allowing Germany to conduct her domestic affairs her own 
way. That, too, could be presented and seen as no more 
than the right that either was or should be tbe right of 
any country. The nation state wasJ after all- and still is
the effective political unit. And it was only a country con
stituted or re-constituted after the first world war, like 
Poland, that had SJ;lecial clauses on the protection of 
minorities, notably jews, written into its peace treaty. 14 

But then Poland was a country witb a large Jewish popula
tion and a bad history of anti- Sernitism. Germany's 
Jewish population was small and German anti-Semitism 
probably no worse than many other people's- indeed un
til the 1920s Germany attracted Jews from Poland and 
Russia, because it was such a civilised country. 

Let me here interpolate something that is in a curious, 
a mysterious way both central and peripheral to tbe story 
of Nazi Germany: the part the Jews played in that story. 
That it should have been peripheral may strike you as 
odd. But on the practical plane it really was: 
the otber nations did not go to war with Hitler or fight 
the Germans to save the Jews. And it is a mistake, a 
serious mistake, to concentrate on the fate of the Jews 
in that drama to the exclusion of all else. It is an 
understandable mistake, because regarded as a people the 
Jews did have the heaviest losses proportionate to their 
number. Even the Russians and Poles, whose losses were 
stupendous, were "only':_ if that word can be permitted 
-decimated. But of the roughly eleven million Euro
pean Jews between four-and-a-half and six million
about half-were done to death by the Nazis. 15 The ex
act figure is hard to establish. And it is not the thing that 
matters most. What does matter is the Jewish experience 
of forsakenness- and that can never be brought horne 
to nonjews by numbers. 

But neither must it be allowed to perpetuate Hitler's 
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heresy. What was that heresy? That genealogy is the only 
true theology: that it is by the blood of a "race" that we 
are saved or damned. 

That whole sad chapter of history has been vulgarized 
·in a number of ways. The saddest of them is the 
vulgarization that falls into Hitler's own trap, his own 
way of publicly presenting or misrepresenting what he 
was really after: the vulgarization that sees that conflict 
as one of jews and gentiles, or '1\ryans" as the Nazis called 
them; or as one of Jews and Christians. That last mistake 
even the Nazis did not make: on the contrary, they were 
so concerned to dechristianize the gentiles -with Hitler, 
of course, as the new saviour of the gentiles- that one 
of the forms their attack on Christianity took was to treat 
it as a Jewish thing and therefore to be rejected by the 
Germans. 

One can even take this further. Hitler, the great 
liberator, once said to one of his followers who later left 
him, perhaps because of this dictum and all it stood for: 
"Conscience is a Jewish invention?'16 Hitler was out to 
remove the invention and its inventors. 

This makes it clear, or at least strongly suggests, that 
behind the "racial" struggle stood a more fundamental 
one: a war of religion: not of Christianity versus Judaism, 
but of a new heathenism against the Jewish and Chris
tian faith and tradition. 

That was the central significance of the Jews in that 
drama, as central as that of the relationship of Jews and 
Christians; and of Christians- the nominal and the other 
kind- to Christianity and to humanity. 

I t is dangerous and inadvisable to call any twentieth 
century war a "crusade?' Yet there was the unmistake
able element of godlessness in Hitler's Germany. And 

perhaps crusaders were never totally innocent champions 
of the faith. However just the cause, all war, especially 
modern war, is fraught with guilt and at least incidental 
injustice. The dilemma is inescapable. Nor do I think 
pacifism a way out. Some wars have to be fought. But 
those engaged in them should not lose all sense of the 
limits of the necessary and the permissible. 

In January 1943 Roosevelt and Churchill, meeting 
in North Africa, announced the demand for uncondi
tional surrender. It meant that they wanted to announce 
to the world, and especially to their Soviet allies, that 
they would not negotiate peace conditions, such as, for 
instance, a cessation of hostilities in the West while Ger
many went on fighting on her Eastern front. I will not 
here go into the wisdom of that proclamation or deal with 
the clarification contained in Churchill's explanation two 
years later of what it meant and what it did not mean. 17 

The doctrine was delivered at a juncture in the war when 
the German Africa Corps was at last being driven back, 
West, from Egypt and the Suez Canal not to return again 
but soon to surrender in Tunisia. Europe was groaning 
under the German yoke and the Nazi policy of coercion 
and extermination was in full swing. The British and 
American air forces were bombing Germany very heavily. 
The German advance in the East had been halted at Stal
ingrad and the remnants of the German Sixth Army were 
to surrender there a few weeks later. The Russians were 
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still bearing the brunt of it, but the war was at last turn
ing on its hinge of fate, to use Churchill's term. 

It was after the Stalingrad surrender and, I think, 
before that in Africa- though it may have been after that 
too- that we who were engaged in what was grandly 
called "political intelligence" in London heard of an event 
in Germany that was as surprising as it was heartening. 
(It was probably the beginning of my henceforth abiding, 
some might say obsessive, interest in what enables peo
ple to resist pressures in our difficult century.) 

A group of students in Munich had been executed 
for anti-Nazi propaganda. Their death was very sad, of 
course, but it also lifted our spirits. Here was a group 
of young people who from childhood or adolescence up 
had been subjected to Nazi conditioning, to Nazi educa
tion and organization; and yet they had turned against 
the regime, knowing full well the risks involved. What 
we learnt subsequently was that they had not just done 
it when Germany seemed to be losing the war but had 
started many months before. This group called itself "The 
White Rose" and seemed at first to have sprung up out 
of nowhere. But we soon learnt more. We even saw some 
of their prose. One of their leaflets had been smuggled 
out to neutral Sweden and from there conveyed to 
England. 

More details of the undertaking and end of these five 
students and one professor reached us via Switzerland; 
these reports were not always accurate. That is how 
legends grow. The heart of the matter, however, was not 
a legend but the encouraging truth that even in the most 
oppressive circumstances the spirit of freedom and justice 
may manifest itself- indeed that it bloweth where it 
listeth. 

Little by little, over the years, over the decades, the 
facts were established. After the war the University of 
Munich put up a memorial to its most intrepid professor 
and students and gave their names- or the names of two 
of them- to its Department of Political Science, and the 
city named streets, squares, and schools after them. Both 
Germanies put them on postage stamps. 

Collectively they had adopted the mysterious name 
of White Rose and headed the leaflets they printed and 
distributed secretly "Leaflets of the White Rose;' Blatter 
der Weissen Rose. The blooming of that Rose was brief: 
its preparation long. As for its after-effects-who is to 
say what they were or may be? 

The one woman among those sentenced to death
a girl of 21, her name was Sophie Scholl- had a dream 
the night before her execution and told it to her cell-mate: 

On a sunny day I was carrying a little child in a long white 
dress to be baptised. The way to the church led up a steep 
mountain. But I held the child firmly and securely in my arms. 
Suddenly there was a crevasse in front of me. I had just enough 
time to lay the child down on the other side before I fell into 
the abyss. 

Sophie tried to explain this dream to her cell-mate: "The 
child is our idea, which will prevail despite all obstacles. 
We were allowed to prepare the way; but we must first 
die for it:'18 

Willi Graf was the last of the six to die. 19 His sister 
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Sophie Scholl. 

says that he ''was not a dynamic person." That is prob
ably what makes him the most impressive of the six to 
me. Let me give you her phrase in its context, and in 
her words: 

Willi was not a political type of person in the superficial sense. 
He had no natural inclination to revolutionary action. But 
when intellectual freedom of choice is not guaranteed, or 
development in accordance with one's own inner law, or the 
ability to be simply human; when a_ regime on the contrary 
negates all this and enforces forms of thinking and of life which 
keep violating human dignity most deeply: then a young per
son with sound instincts and a sense of watchfulness and faith 
will rebel. If he is moreover plucky and prepared for a sacrifice 
and is confirmed and encouraged by likeminded friends, then 
he must actively resist such enslavement and finally become 
an antagonist of the spirit of the times. Thus Willi was driven 
to the role of having to rebel quite against his own disposition. 

And then she quotes the sentence which stands as motto 
over the whole short memoir of her brother. It is taken 
from the First Epistle of James, verse 22. She found it 
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in a diary her brother had kept in 1933- the first year 
of Hitler's power, when Willi was fifteen-where it stood 
suddenly, all by itself, in the midst of boyish descriptions 
of youth group meetings and excursions: It was this 
sentence: "But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers 
only." 

She then goes on: 

Ever since 1934 the conflict with National Socialism had been 
a burning problem for Willi and his friends. The question 
What should we do against it?' became the cardinal point of 
their thinking. Even the question of tyrannicide was discussed 
one night at their Easter meeting in 1934 ... .The friends were 
agreed that it was not enough to be indignant in small closed 
circles. ("They discuss;' she quotes Willi's comment on a visit 
by relatives, "the usual stuff, see the dangers, but think they 
have to stick it out;" and she then continues:) He wrestled with 
these problems, just because he inclined far more to a con
templative life and habitually subordinated politics to meta
physical values. He was not a dynamic person; on the con
trary, he liked to keep his reserve and loved order. But the con
stant occupation of his thoughts with "our situation" (as he 
called the definition of his own and his friends' attitude to their 
time) fmally put him on the path that seemed to him inevitable. 
The determination to let his inner attitude result in action grew 
slowly but steadily. When the war started, Willi said from the 
outset that it must and that it would be lost. This conviction 
separated him from many people, even from some of the friends 
of his youth who believed they had to defend their fatherland 
at all costs. His inner loneliness increased more and more, and 
especially when he was drafted in January 1940 and started 
training in a medical unit in Munich. 20 

After his final arrest, Willi Graf himself was asked 
by the Gestapo, the secret police, to give them an account 
of his life. And this is what he told them: 

He was born in 1918, in the Rhineland. In 1922 his 
family moved to the Saar. His father became a manager 
in a firm of wine wholesalers. Willi had two sisters. The 
family led a comfortable, though frugal, life. 

Religion was the center of the children's education 
and they were taught to respect parents and superiors. 
Willi's father was a man of probity in his professional and 
private life and demanded the same of his children. He 
was severe when Willi showed signs of dishonesty or diso
bedience. Willi's mother was affectionate and totally 
dedicated to her children and the welfare of her family. 
Willi was initiated into the observances and life of the 
church at an early age, and the seasons were filled with 
the spirit of religion. (By that, I suppose, he meant that 
he experienced the seasons consciously as parts of the 
church year.) 

At the age of ten, Willi was sent to what the Ger
mans call a humanistisches Gymnasium, that is, a high school 
teaching Greek and Latin. His special interests were Ger
man literature, religion, and later Greek and music; also 
geography and history. He liked to construct things in 
his free time, worked on light and bell systems, and tried 
to understand the mysteries of radio. 

He liked to go walkiog, especially in the summer vaca
tions, came to know and love his country, and became 
a lover of nature. During his last years at school, he had 
a chance to visit faraway places in Germany, Italy, 
Yugoslavia, and he relished the experience of distant lands 
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and of different people with other customs. The precious 
memories of these walking tours would sustain him 
throughout the rest of the year. 

His mother opened the eyes of her children, when 
they were still quite young, to the social and economic 
sufferings of others. He was taught to do without cer
tain things so that a poorer child could benefit. He oc
casionally accompanied his mother on charitable 
missions. 21 

The actual phrase Graf used in his draft auto
biography for the Gestapo was: "Thus I learnt the sig
nificance of personal charity:' He was clearly trying to 
stress the contrast to the political approach of the Nazis 
to "the common good?' The document-his police auto
biography- is characterized throughout by two things: the 
judicious omission of certain incriminating features of 
his biography of which I shall speak later; and the equally 
judicious inclusion of statements .intended to educate his 
enemies or at least to put on record the convictions that 
animated him. By "omissions" I mean, for instance, the 
discretion observed on the precise nature and cir
cumstances of those walking-tours: they were under
taken-at some risk- by a very close-knit illegal youth 
group. By the attempt to educate his enemies I mean 
references to "personal charity;' or religion- even the ap
preciation of strange peoples and their ways. 

This brief life then continues: Willi says of himself 

Willi Graj in uniform. 
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that he always had a great need for fellowship and had 
close friendships with playmates and schoolmates. This 
was what led him to join the Catholic youth organiza
tions to which he belonged for many years and where 
his interest in religious and literary questions was fur
ther developed by likeminded companions. His religious 
and ('ideological" development was fairly unproblematic. 
He grew from the childlike notions formed at home and 
in his first religious instruction into the greater world 
offaith, in whose doctrines he felt secure and protected. 
Even violent and long discussions with boys who thought 
differently could only endanger this security temporar
ily, but not in the long run. 22 

Willi's (police) autobiography continues: In Novem
ber 1937 he went to the University of Bonn to study 
medicine. Since the summer of 1935 he had been deter
mined to become a doctor, because, he said, he thought 
that would give him the best opportunity to help others. 
"This seemed .to me;' I am translating verbatim now, "the 
most beautiful task, giving, as it does, a chance to put 
into practice the commandment which to me is the most 
compelling of all, to love my neighbor. But I also worked 
on philosophical and literary questions in order to con
tinue my intellectual education and to make firmer the 
structure of my religious views."23 

(Actually his sister says that if it had not been for the 
Nazis, Willi would have gone into philosophy or theology, 
not into medicine; and that he only chose that subject 
of study because it was relatively free from ideological 
interference; yet that does not make Willi's statement to 
the Gestapo a lie; it was merely less than the whole truth; 
and it gave him a chance to remind his captors of a com
mandment they also learnt as children, only perhaps less 
well. Even the mention of the year 1935 as the year in 
which he decided to study medicine in order to help his 
fellow-men may have been deliberate: that was the year 
in which the Saar territory, detached from Germany by 
the Treaty of Versailles, had the plebiscite envisaged by 
that treaty and voted to rejoin Germany. Willi and his 
friends had observed developments in Germany with 
growing alarm; but until 1935 they had been free from 
the pressures to which the inhabitants, not to say the in
mates, of the Reich were subjected.) 

He read a lot, Willi continues in his official auto
biography, especially modern German writers and theo
logical and philosophical works. He had time for active 
sports and the enjoyment of music. 

I shall quote the end verbatim too: "During these years 
I experienced the smaller and larger conflicts between 
the church and offices of the state and party and could 
not understand them, because no state can have per
manence without religion .... All order is from God, 
be it the family, the state, or the people:'24 

This young man of twenty-five knew more clearly and 
firmly what even the boy of fifteen had known when 
Hitler began to destroy the old order to build his own 
New Order, an order without God-but with the new 
idols of race and people, and with the divine Fuhrer 
himself something between prophet and deity. Lutherans 
had greater trouble discerning and opposing the ungodly 
nature of this new civil authority. 
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But let us have a few more facts of Willi Grafs life. 
They come from his surviving sister, from friends, from 
letters and diaries. He belonged to a Catholic youth or
ganization until it was suppressed, and then he belonged 
to an illegal successor organization. He would not make 
concessions to associates he considered faithless. When 
he was fifteen, in 1933, he struck off from his address 
book names of boys who had belonged to his group and 
who were now in the Hitler Youth. He refused to join 
the Hitler Youth, although he was threatened with non
admission to the final school exam, the precondition of 
university entrance, unless he became a member. An 
early arrest in January 1938- there were numbers of ar
rests for activities in illegal youth groups-was terminated 
by an amnesty to celebrate the annexation of Austria. 25 

The autobiography he wrote for the Gestapo after 
his later arrest was, of course, not only aimed at not in
criminating himself, but also at not incriminating family 
and friends. Those years of semi-illegality were a good 
training in careful formulation. And his circumspection 
was combined with fortitude. He was kept alive for 
months after the execution of the others, because the in
vestigating authorities hoped to get more facts and names 
and leads from him by threats; he never obliged them. 
So finally, on 12 October 1943, they beheaded him too. 

He had been a careful reader and given to writing 
things down that impressed him. With friends he trusted 
he loved to discuss the most serious questions passionately 
and thoroughly. 

The legal and later illegal youth groups also had given 
members much training in the endurance of physical 
hardship and developed their resourcefulness and 
stamina. In fact, Willi became exactly what Hitler wanted 
his boys, the Hitler Youth, to be; the Fuhrer had put it 
in winged words that Nazi youth leaders were forever 
quoting: "Tough as leather, swift as greyhounds, hard as 
steel:' (Well- Hitler actually said "Krupp steel.") But there 
was one vital difference: Willi Graf combined these 
qualities with a mind of his own and an unshakable faith. 

A greyhound is a dog, though a very noble kind of 
dog. You can condition the reflexes of a dog. You can 
condition the reflexes of human beings too. But you 
should not try to make men into nothing but conditioned 
reflexes. And these are the chieflessons of the Nazi period 
to me: how terribly manipulable people are, especially 
in our twentieth century; but also that there are limits 
to this manipulability. And there is a rider: we must help 
to set the limits and defend them. 

Back to Willi Graf, though. He began his medical 
studies in 1937. In January 1940 he was called up and 
trained in a medical unit in Munich. This transfer 
separated him from his old friends. He. served in Ger
many, on the Channel Coast, in Belgium and France, 
Croatia and Serbia; fmally in Poland and Russia. 

In April 1942 he got study leave and returned to 
Munich. Apart from his medical studies, he worked in 
philosophy and theology and took an increasing interest 
in liturgical questions and in psychology. When there was 
time, he did some fencing. He joined the Bach Choir 
and went to concerts whenever he could. 

It was then, looking for new friends, that he got to 
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kuow a brother and sister, Hans and Sophie Scholl, and 
their friends Christoph Probst and Alexander Schmorell. 
With them- the men were all medical students on leave 
from the army and Sophie a student of biology and 
philosophy and musical psychology- he met Professor 
Kurt Huber who taught philosophy and musical psy
chology. They were all agreed in their opposition to the 
Nazis and shared many interests, chiefly in writing that 
mattered; and- despite their different denomina
tions- they were united by shared Christian convictions. 
Jointly they came to the conclusion that they ought to 
engage in active propaganda against the Nazis and that 
this should first take the form of leaflets. 26 

T his may be the moment to describe the very dif
ferent route by which Hans Scholl reached that 
point. If the group had a ringleader, it was Hans 

Scholl. He was what is described as a "dynamic" person. 
Born in 1918, the same year as Willi Graf, he was 

the son of a small town mayor. But later the family moved 
to a bigger town, Ulm. They had three daughters and 
two sons, of whom Hans was the elder. They were Pro
testants, the Mother probably more pious than the father. 

I am not sure what their politics were, only that the 
father was opposed to the Nazis from the outset. Later 
he also spent some time in jail for this opposition. I do 
not know what form this opposition took. I only know 
that he called Hitler "the scourge of God:' That may have 
been what did it. 

But it was long before, at the very beginning, that 
Hans Scholl, finding his father's disapproval of this great 
new Movement reactionary, decided to join the Hitler 
Youth, and his broth:er and sisters followed him. 27 

Ten years after Hitler had come to power, Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, a Protestant theologian opposed to the 
Nazis- he later died on the gallows- wrote of the great 
masquerade of evil. He said: "For evil to appear disguised 
as light, beneficence, historical necessity, and social 
justice, is simply bewildering to anyone brought up in the 
world of our traditional ethical concepts; but for the 
Christian who bases his life on the Bible, it precisely con
firms the radical malice of evil."28 

It may seem strange now, but the masquerade was 
very effective. And the younger Scholls were swept away 
by the idea of a real people's community, the social justice 
and equality promised by Hitler, and they joined the 
march of history. In doing that, Hans Scholl was not 
unlike many other young Germans opposing their hide
bound parents. 

It was not the Bible that showed Hans Scholl the er
ror of his ways. To that he only came much later. What 
first put him off was the fact that the fellowship of the 
Hitler Youth had an element of regimentation
something of the Gleichschaltung I mentioned before. 

His surviving elder sister mentions an incident that 
gave her-momentarily-to think; but the moment 
passed. She writes: 

We were taken seriously-taken seriously in a quite remarkable 
way-and that aroused our enthusiasm. We felt we belonged 
to a large, well-organized body that honoured and embraced 
everyone, from the ten-year-old to the grown man. We sensed 
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that there was a role for us in the historic process, in a move
ment that was transforming the masses into a Volk. We be
lieved that whatever bored us or gave us a feeling of distaste, 
would disappear of itself. Once a fifteen-year-old girl, after we 
had gone to lie down under the wide, starry sky at the end 
of a long cycling tour, said, "Everything would be fine, but this 
thing about the Jews I just can't stomach?' The troop leader 
assured us that Hitler knew what he was doing and for the 
sake of the greater good we would have to accept certain dif
ficult and incomprehensible things. But the girl was not quite 
satisfied with her answer. Others took her side, and suddenly 
the attitudes in our varying home backgrounds were reflected 
in the conversation. I spent a restless night in that tent, but 
in the end we were just too tired, and the next day was in
describably splendid and filled with new experiences. The con
versation of the night before was for the moment forgotten. 
In our group there developed a sense of belonging that car
ried us safely through the difficulties and loneliness of 
adolescence, or at least gave us that illusion. 29 

One awkward feature about Inge Scholl's book, if I 
may say so, is that she hardly ever gives a date for 
anything. But this must have been an early incident, 
earlier than the Niirnberg Laws-let alone the pogrom 
of 1938 or the deportations that started in the war. It 
probably took place about the time when nothing much 
was being done yet about the Jews, apart from verbal and 
pictorial vilification and the removal from the civil 
service. 

THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

But it is another matter she mentions as an early 
cause of her brother's discontent. He liked to sing and 
he sang to his troop, accompanying himself on the guitar. 
What did he sing? The songs of the Hitler Youth. (I have 
studied their official song book-edition of 1941-and 
was amazed to find many good songs in it, and not the 
bad one I was looking for, about 'jewish blood spurting 
from the knife:') But Hans also sang foreign songs
Norwegian or Russian, or something like that. His 
leaders forbade it. He disregarded the prohibition. They 
threatened punishment. He got. depressed. 

But there was a great experience in store for him. 
He was to be the flag bearer for his troop at the big an
nual Party Rally in Niirnberg. He went with high 
hopes; and came back disillusioned. The full implications 
of the regimentation-not only of the Hitler Youth, but 
of the whole show, all of German life as the Party clearly 
intended to form it in its own image -all this had now 
come home to him. 

And there was the occasional book his leaders would 
not let him read, because the author was a Jew, or a 
pacifist. 

But the final break came after a promotion: Hans 
now had the rank of Fiihnleinfohrer (which meant being 
in charge of 150 or so boys.) His troop had designed and 
made a banner for itself and showed up with it at a parade 
before some higher-ups of the Hitler Youth. A boy of 
twelve carried it. A superior Hitler Youth leader 
demanded its surrender. There were to be no private flags 
or emblems. The boy stood firm. He stood a bit less firm 
when the surrender order was given for the third time. 
Hans intervened. He stepped forward and slapped the 
Hitler Youth superior. That was the end of his career in 
the Hitler Youth. His subsequent membership in an il
legal youth group ended in arrest and some weeks in jail. 
But he too, like Willi Graf, benefited from the post
Arnchluss amnesty. 

Gradually all the young Scholls heard of disturbing 
events, of things happening to people they knew. They 
now asked their father about the meaning of some of this 
and it seems that old Scholl did call things by their pro
per names and even disabused his offspring of the 
notion -very widespread in all those dreadful twelve 
years-that whatever horrible things might be happen
ing, they were the doing of wild or mean or sadistic subor
dinates or local potentates or toughs-and that the Fuhrer 
did not know about them. 

The father explained to his children that this really 
was unlikely. Hitler knew. Their father also tried to ex
plain how such a man could come to power. (I don't sup
pose he found it any easier than I do.) Finally it seems 
that he told his children that he wanted them to be free 
and upright, whatever the difficulties. 

That, at last, bridged the generation gap which
like many another gap- Hitler had exploited so skillfully. 

It also sent Hans back to the sources, the founda
tions. Rilke was not much help, neither was Stefan 
George, or another poet HOlderlin; nor was Nietzsche. 
Hans finally found Plato and Socrates, the early Chris
tian authors, Augustine and Pascal; and the Bible, whose 
words, as his sister says, now acquired for him a new 

15 
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and surprising significance, an overwhelming relevance 
and immediacy, and an undreamt of splendour. 

He was a student of medicine now. And the war came. 
After a while he was drafted for a medical unit and served 
in the French campaign. Then he was sent to Munich 
as a soldier-student, a member of a military student unit. 
It was a strange life, commuting between barracks and 
the university and the clinic. And all this in a steadily 
worsening political climate, with oppression growing 
harsher every day, and more and more becoming 
known-piecemeal and not always reliably-about the 
crimes of the regime. 

It was mimeographed copies of a sermon of the 
Catholic Bishop of MUnster against "euthanasia;' the 
secret killing of incurables-which, however, could not 
be kept altogether secret, since it was carried on inside 
Germany- it was Bishop Galen's public sermon about 
this crime, his denunciation of it as not only immoral 
but also illegal, a sermon preached in a remote part of 
Germany, but disseminated throughout Germany in 
typed and mimeographed copies- secretly, of course
that made Hans Scholl think of leaflets as a possibility. 
He was relieved that someone, at last, had spoken, openly. 
And, it seemed, such open speech could be spread. 

He was not alone. In particular, he had a fatherly 
friend and mentor, Carl Muth, the former editor of a 
Catholic monthly, Hochland, now suppressed -whom he 
had met in an almost accidental way and whom he 
thenceforth saw almost daily, learning all the while, and 
growing clearer and stronger. There were others too. The 
underground intellectuals of Munich- middle-aged or 
older men most of them, whom the Nazis had elimi
nated from public life-were an impressive bunch. They 
included such people as Theodor Haecker, author of a 
book on Virgil and translator and exponent of Newman 
and Kierkegaard. '' 
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And there were friends among the students, especially 
among the military-medical students. The closest among 
them was Alexander Schmorell, son of a Russian mother 
whom he lost as an infant and who was then brought 
up by a Russian nurse after the family's flight to Ger
many, where his father married again and became a well
known physician. Alex had a great and romantic love 
for Russia, which he shared with his friends. Then there 
was Christoph Probst, the only one of them to be mar
ried, a very young father of two children, with a third 
on the way. Finally there was Willi Graf. 

Sophie Scholl came to Munich to study biology and 
philosophy in the spring of 1942, when she had just 
turned 21. She was three years younger than her brother 
Hans. She had had to do her labour and war service 
before being allowed to become a student. Her philosophy 
professor was the man mentioned earlier, Kurt Huber. 
He was a somewhat strange man, but, as far as the Scholls 
and their friends were concerned, the best man in the 
university. They all went to his lectures on Leibniz and 
his Theodicy. They got to know him better outside the 
university, too; and he introduced them to other people. 
They met for readings and discussions. 

In the early summer of 1942 the first leaflets turned 
up. Hans Scholl had started them, and he had been so 
discreet that even his sister at first did not know he was 
connected with them until she saw a marked passage in 
a book he had. It was a passage in Schiller's essay on the 
legislation of Lycurgus and Solon and was clearly the 
source of part of the first leaflet. This had had long quota
tions from the essay and included a passage whose con
temporary relevance was pretty plain. It described the 
legislation of Lycurgus as a political and psychological 
masterpiece, indeed admirable- unless looked at in 
human terms. Its very perfection and durability then 
became a matter for regret. The longer such a state ex-
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isted, the more harm it did. It sacrificed all moral sen
sibilities and severed all human ties and did not just 
countenance slavery but required its cruel enforcement. 
The Spartan code abolished natural rights and morality 
and treated men as means not ends. Such a republic 
"could endure only if the mental development of the peo
ple was arrested, and thus it could maintain its existence 
only if it failed to fulfill the highest and only true pur
pose of political government."31 

This first leaflet had begun with the words: 

Nothing is so unworthy of a civilized nation as allowing itself 
to be "governed" without opposition by an irresponsible clique 
subject to base instincts. It is surely a fact that to-day every 
honest German is ashamed of his government. Who among 
us has any conception of the immensity of the shame that will 
befall us and our children when one day the veil has fallen 
from our eyes and the most horrible of crimes- crimes that 
infinitely exceed all measure-reach the light of day? If the 
German people are already so corrupted and decayed in their 
inmost being that they do not raise a hand and, frivolously 
trusting in a questionable law of history, yield up man's highest 
possession, that which raises man above all other creatures, 
if they surrender free will, the freedom of man to seize and 
turn the wheel of history in accordance with rational decisions; 
if they are so devoid of all individuality, have already gone so 
far along the road toward becoming a spiritless and cowardly 
mass-then, then indeed they deserve their downfall. 32 

There were six leaflets in all, in thousands of copies. They 
were distributed anonymously and secretly. Those, many 
of them, that were sent through the mails, were mostly 
posted in the cities to which they were sent, in order to 
avoid any hint to the police that Munich was the head
quarters of this activity. Risky train journeys were under
taken by several members of the group to take leaflets 
to cities like Stuttgart, Augsburg, Vienna, Salzburg. Willi 
Graf even took a duplicating machine to a friend in the 
West and recruited friends and sympathizers and col
laborators where he could. Recipients were assured that 
their names had simply been taken from telephone 
directories- to free them of the fear that they might be 
on some list and thus exposed to punishment. 

The leaflets usually had quotations towards the end 
of their text, as this first one had Schiller on the lawgivers. 
The second leaflet began: 

It is impossible to engage in intellectual discussion with Na
tional Socialism because there is nothing intellectual about it. 
It is false to speak of a National Socialist philosophy 
[Weltanschauung], for if there were such a thing, one would have 
to try by means of analysis and discussion either to prove its 
validity or to fight it. In reality, however, we have a totally dif
ferent picture: even in its first beginnings this movement 
depended on the deception of one's fellow man; even then it 
was rotten to the core and could save itself only by constant 
lies. After all, Hitler states in an early edition of ''his" book 
(a book written in the worst German I have ever read, and 
yet it has been elevated to the rank of a Bible in this nation 
of poets and thinkers): 'It is unbelievable to what extent one 
must deceive a people in order to rule it! If at the start this 
cancerous growth in the nation was not too noticeable, it was 
only because there were still enough forces at work that 
operated for the good, so that it was kept at bay. As it grew 
larger, however, and finally attained power ... the tumor broke 
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open and befouled the whole body. The majority of former 
opponents went into hiding, the German intelligentsia fled to 
a dark cellar, there, like night-shades away from light and sun, 
gradually to choke to death. Now we stand at the end. Now 
it is our task to find one another again, to enlighten each other, 
never to forget and never to rest until even the last man is per
suaded of the urgent need of his struggle against this system. 
When thus a wave of rebellion goes through the land, when 
'it is in the air; when many join the cause, then in a last mighty 
effort this system can be shaken off. After all a terrible end 
is preferable to an endless terror. 

The leaflet went on to speak of the murder of 
Jews-300,000 in Poland it said-and of Poles, and of 
the need for more than compassion. Doing nothing con
stituted complicity. If they tolerated these things, Ger
mans were guilty. Now that they had recognized the Nazis 
in their true colours, Germans had the duty to destroy 
them. 33 

The third leaflet discussed forms of government and 
utopias- the highest of them, it said, being the City of 
God. The present state was a dictatorship of evil. 
Something had to be done about it and cowardice must 
not hide behind a cloud of prudence. Only passive 
resistance could be offered, but that must be offered 
wherever possible. It was not military victory over 
Bolshevism that must be the prime concern of Germans, 
but on the contrary the defeat of the Nazis. There were 
suggestions for various forms of sabotage, though no 
blueprint for general action could be given and everyone 
should use what opportunities offered in whatever way 
seemed best. This leaflet concluded with a quotation from 
Aristotle's Politics, a passage on tyranny. 34 

The fourth leaflet had an appeal to Christians to at
tack evil where it was strongest. It was strongest in the 
power of Hitler. The leaflet had a quotation from Ec
clesiastes and one from the German poet N oval is on 
Christianity as the foundation of peace. It also had a 
postscript, assuring the reader that the White Rose was 
not in the pay of any foreign power, adding: "Though 
we know that National Socialist power must be broken 
by military means, we are trying to achieve a renewal 
from within!'35 

Then there was a long hiatus: for the men were sent 
to Russia during the long vacations between semesters. 
What they saw in the East confirmed them in their 
resolve. Hans saw Jews in labour gangs. All saw the 
miserable conditions prevailing in Poland. All fell in love 
with the Russians. 

When they returned to Munich in November, they 
resumed their secret work with redoubled energy and 
it became quite feverish. There were two more leaflets, 
the last a special appeal to students. It began with the 
shock produced by the staggering German defeat at Sta
lingrad. The students, the "intellectual workers;' should 
not allow themselves to become the tools of the regime, 
but put an end to it. A recent incident at Munich univer
sity had shown that the students could stand up to the 
Party. The nation was looking to the students. It ended, 
"Our people are rising up against the National Socialist 
enslavement of Europe in a fervent new breakthrough 
of freedom and honour:'36 

The incident referred to had in fact been spectacular 
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and encouraging; but it had also been unique. The Nazis 
saw to it that it remained unique. 

At the 4 70th anniversary celebrations of the univer
sity, the Bavarian Gauleiter had addressed a crowd of 
about 3,000 students, many of them in uniform, on the 
meaning of the event and of the place of students in the 
German struggle. As for women students, he had no ob
jection to their occupying places at the university, but 
he did not see why they should not present the Fuhrer 
with children, for instance a son for every year at the 
university; if they were not attractive enough to get a man 
by their own efforts, he'd be glad to send one of his ad
jutants to each one of them and they could be assured 
of an enjoyable experience. 

At this there was unrest in the auditorium. Women 
students in the gallery stood up, prepared to leave. They 
were stopped. The other students, especially those in 
uniform on the ground floor booed so much that the 
Gauleiter had to interrupt his speech. Later he did speak 
on, but the spell was broken and he kept being inter
rupted. He was furious and gave the order for the women 
students to be held in custody. The leader of the Nazi 
student organization demanded a voluntary identifica
tion of the women protesters upstairs. Twenty-four iden
tified themselves and were arrested at once. The SS 
pushed the other students out of the auditorium. When 
they emerged from the building they found all the rest 
of the men students standing outside, like a wall, giving 
them an ovation. They had stood there for over an hour. 
In groups they broke through the cordon, got inside, 
seized the Nazi student leader, beat him up and held him 
as hostage until the women were set free. At that mo
ment the police arrived. The students also turned on the 
police and fought their way through into the city. But 
some of them were arrested. The atmosphere, however, 
was electric. Students of the most diverse disciplines sud
denly found themselves acting together. And suddenly 
all were friends; and the population of Munich was on 
their side. 

The Gauleiter called another meeting a couple of 
weeks later and threatened to close the university if peace 
and order were not restored. The men would be sent to 
the front, the women into the factories. But he also 
apologized for his earlier speech. Those who had been 
arrested had been set free. Clearly the students had won 
this round. But it was to be the only round. 

It may even have led to the end of the White Rose. 
The Scholls and their friends were, of course, immensely 
heartened by this experience of spontaneous solidarity 
against a foulmouthed party functionary. But they may 
have overestimated the permanent potential that could 
be mobilized against the Party. In any case they now 
became bolder. They wrote things on the walls of Munich 
in the night: "Down with Hitler;' and "Freedom." They 
managed not to get caught doing this. They were armed 
to shoot their way out if necessary. 37 

But on 18 February 1943 Hans and Sophie took a 
suitcase full of copies of the last leaflet to the university, 
spread them about in corridors and on the stairs while 
lectures were in progress and doors closed, and finally 
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threw the rest down the centrallightshaft from an up
per floor. The janitor saw them and took instant action 
to apprehend them. They were arrested and taken away. 

That was on a Thursday. Their trial, together with 
that of Christoph Probst, was on the following Monday. 
It was conducted by the People's Court and they were 
sentenced to death and beheaded the same day. 38 There 
were four days between their being caught and being 
executed. 

Graf, Schmorell, and Huber were also arrested and 
tried, together with eleven others, in mid-April. The 
sentences ranged from acquittal to death. Three women 
students, for instance, got prison sentences for failing to 
report treasonable activities. 39 

Graf, Huber, and Schmorell were sentenced to death, 
Huber having already been expelled from the Faculty 
of the university by his colleagues. He had also been 
deprived of his doctorate40 In the case of the first three, 
incidentally, the Scholls and Probst, there had been an 
assembly of the student body, called by the Nazi student 
organization, on the evening of the day on which the three 
were executed, to denounce them and to declare the loy
alty of the student body to the Fuhrer and the National 
Socialist Movement. Attendance, again, at least accor
ding to the report of the District Student Leader, was 
about 3,000.41 

The parents of Graf and Schmorell asked for clem
ency. Hitler personally turned down the request. 42 

Huber's publisher asked for a stay of execution, to enable 
his author to finish his book on Leibniz, arguing .that 
it would redound to the greater glory of German culture. 
He was allowed to work on it in his prison cell until July, 
but he did not finish his book before they took him to 
the guillotine. 4 ' (There were about twenty of them in 
use in Germany at that time.) 

In attempts to get him to implicate a friend, Willi 
Grafwas subjected to considerable pressure and threats 
of a more painful death. He resisted to the end and was 
the last to die, in October of that year. 44 

Inspired by the example of the White Rose, others
in Munich, Hamburg, and elsewhere- tried to carry on 
similiar activities. Eight more paid with their lives, in 
1944 and 1945, out of more than sixty who were arrested 
and imprisoned. About thirty were involved in Munich 
and about fifty in Harnburg45 The other groups were 
more heterogeneous and seem to have lacked the Chris
tian core and cohesion and fortitude of the White Rose. 46 

I should like to sum up in two sentences what the 
story of these students seems to me to show: In 
order to recognize manipulation and to think not 

only analytically but also constructively about politics, 
they needed Plato and Aristotle and suchlike authors. 
To find the courage and strength needed to stand up to 
the power of the manipulators, they needed faith. But here 
is a postlude, on a matter closely connected with the sub
ject of language, rhetoric, persuasion, and faith. 

The five students of the White Rose all sang in the 
Munich Bach Choir, until the end. One day I hope to 
be able to find out what they sang. But I can imagine 
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what kind of thing it was. It was not all Bach but it was 
all serious music, I am sure, music whose words mattered. 

What you let out of your mouth always matters, of 
course. At a time when language has become debased, 
corrupted, meaningless or prohibited, what you sing mat
ters even more. It would be interesting to know what the 
Nazis allowed to be sung. I know that Handel was 
censored- some of Handel. Willi Graf went to two per
formances of Messiah in December 1942, his last advent 
season. After the first occasion he wrote in his diary that 
it was an indescribable experience. What impressed him 
were the faith and piety behind the work. He went again, 
though the second time there was standing room only. 
Again he was deeply impressed, especially by the aria, 
"I know that my Redeemer liveth:' He mentioned it again 
in a letter to his sister- they had heard it together- his 
last letter, dictated to the prison chaplain before his 
execution. 47 

But Bach is much more powerful with his words than 
Handel, and I just wonder what the Nazis did with can
tatas and motets, or, for that matter, with the 
Magnificat- music that, for instance, mentions God's ser
vant Israel. Could they allow it to be sung when they 
had decided to force every male Jew to have the middle 
name "Israel" on his papers? This was for purposes of 
identification and segregation, like the later edict forc
ing all Jews to wear the yellow Star of David on their 
clothes. Could the Nazis allow choirs to sing "Sing unto 
the Lord a new song, and his praise in the congregation 
of saints. Let Israel rejoice in him that made him: let 
the children of Zion be joyful in their King ... ?"That 
is Psalm 149, verses 1 and 2, which Bach set in his motet 
"Singet dem Herrn ein neues Lied." Or could they permit, 
even in Latin, the singing of Luke 1, v. 54-55: "He has 
helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy; 
as he spoke to our fathers, to Abraham and to his seed 
forever;' seeing how Bach hammers home the "Abraham" 
in his Magnificat and spreads the seed throughout the 

· ages? Could the Nazis allow such words to be sung, 
especially when they were set in such persuasive and 
memorable ways? Or did they insist that only songs to 
the new lord or idol should be sung and those that did 
not too explicitly conflict with the new idolatry? 

I do not know all the relevant deliberations of the 
Ministry of Propaganda or the Ministry of Education 
or the Reich Chamber of Music. They were"the controll
ing bodies for that kind of thing. But I know, for instance, 
that at one of his staff conferences in April 1942, Dr. 
Joseph Goebbels, the Minister of Popular Enlightenment 
and Propaganda, explained that he prohibited a broad
cast of the Mozart Requiem the previous December 
because ((its very sombre and world-negating text would 
have had a bad effect on morale in the exceptionally 
serious situation then prevailing"; adding that this was, 
however, an exceptional case. One could not, he said, 
"destroy or regard as non-existent the earlier cultural 
achievements of a people just because the content of these 
cultural achievements" ran ((counter to a new ideology'' 
and he explained ('that a distinction must be made be
tween a historical approach and enjoyment of the cultural 
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achievements of earlier periods on the one side and the 
development of one's own ideology on the other."4B 

The bodies charged with ideological control must have 
weighed the risk of dangerous Christian indoctrination 
on the one side against the risk, on the other side, not 
only of jettisoning the German cultural heritage, but also 
of making the anti-Christian character of the regime too 
clear. 

With the churches under pressure and severely cir
cumscribed in what they were permitted to do and say, 
and persecuted, and prosecuted, when they exceeded 
those limits, concert halls and choral societies were ob
vious places where the old creed could still be fostered 
surreptitiously. 

Lest you think that I overestimate this factor, let me 
give you three examples, two on the Christian side, one 
on the Nazi side. A brother of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, not 
a particularly churchy man, was in a Berlin jail under 
sentence of death. When the only surviving brother who 
was still at liberty (Dietrich, too, was in prison) 
visited his brother Klaus and said how nice it was that 
Klaus could hear, in his mind's ear, the music of the Mat
thew Passion when he read the score he had in his prison 
cell, Klaus said: "But the words also! The words!"4 9 

Willi Graf recorded in his diary on 7 December 1942 
(the day, incidentally, after that first Messiah) that he spent 
the first part of the evening singing in the Bach Choir. 
He thought it went quite well and added: "The words 
of the Christmas songs and of the Schutz motet have their 
special meaning. It is good to be able to do such things:'50 

Another thing he did right up to the end was to prepare 
and perform church liturgies with his friends. 51 Despite 
the soldiering and the medical studies and the secret 
political work, he found time and clearly felt a need for it. 

The Nazis, on the other hand, made children, and 
grownups, sing songs for their Movement and for .Ger
many, and dinned into all the doctrine that there was 
and would be no Germany but Hitler's Germany. And 
the boys who had innumerable times sung the words 
"Germany, here we are; we consecrate our death to thee 
as our smallest deed; when death comes to our ranks, 
we shall be the great seed;' were, of course, singing 
something plagiarized from Tertullian, a perversion of 
Tertullian, who said that the blood of the martyrs is the 
seed of Christians. These child martyrs were sacrificed, 
and sacrificed themselves, for the fatherland up to the last 
minutes of the war, manning the anti-aircraft guns and 
fighting the Russians at the approaches and in the streets 
of Berlin- fifteen and sixteen year-olds formed into local 
battalions. As a surviving female Hitler Youth leader put 
it: ''They wanted to make true the vows of their songs?'52 

However relaxed Goebbels may have sounded in that 
Propaganda Ministry conference in 1942, the internal 
intelligence network of the SS never relaxed its vigilance 
where the churches were concerned and kept complain
ing about "church music as a means of denominational 
propaganda?' "Denominational" meant roughly what in 
America is sometimes called "Sectarian." The word was 
used instead of "Christian;' which was what was really 
meant. The fiction, which was very strenuously main-
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tained, was that the Nazi Party and Movement-which 
in its official Party Program, promulgated in 1922 and 
never carried out, had subscribed to something nebulous 
called "Positive Christianity" 53 (a matter I shall be glad 
to enlarge upon if asked)- the fiction was that the Nazis 
wanted above all to unite all Germans and therefore had 
to fight the divisive activities of the Protestant and 
Catholic "denominations." But in this Security Service 
report from which I have quoted, as in others, it is crystal 
clear that what they were in fact fighting was the Chris
tian faith itself, and any attempt to foster it. This report, 
in October 1940, complained of the systematic expan
sion of perfomances of church music all over the Reich, 
both in churches and in concert halls. These events, the 
report said, were of high quality and very popular, made 
most effective propaganda for the churches, and were apt 
to call forth ovations from the audiences that amounted 
to demonstrations. 54 

In April 1943, a long report on church influence on 
the young had a special section on the dastardly use the 
churches were making of singing as a vehicle of Chris
tian education. 55 In January 1944, another long report 
on liturgical reform and the extra-mural promotion of 
church music mentioned the fact that in Alsace, for in
stance, the Protestant church was systematically replac
ing sentimental hymns of the 19th century by musically 
more valuable chorales of the time of the Reformation. 
Even brass music was being revived in the reform 
movement. 56 

All this caused great and, I think, justified concern 
to the watchdogs of the regime. What they did not say, 
perhaps did not even realize (like the deaf adder that stop
peth her ear), 57 was that brass in church music did not 
just add to the fun, but has a rousing and invigorating 
effect; they may not have known that the chorales of the 
time of the Reformation were not just musically superior 
to the soppy stuff of the Romantic era, but textually too. 

The Germans had begun before any other people to 
sing hymns in their own language. When Luther came, 
he not only translated the Bible, creating something that 
is worthy to stand beside the English ''Authorized Ver
sion" (the American "King James Bible") but also, being 
very musical, made the chorale into a most important 
and powerful vehicle of the new persuasion, making con
gregations sing. He put a lot of Catholic Latin hymns 
into German and wrote more himself. Since then the Pro
testants in Germany have always had the better hymns 
than the Catholics- until both declined in the century 
of Beethoven, Schubert, and Wagner. When the crucial 
conflict with the neo-pagan movement approached and 
during the crisis itself, most musical Christians, but 
especially the Protestants, realized they needed more to 
sustain them than the spineless songs of the nineteenth 
century. They needed words and music that really meant 
something. And whereas the Catholics were largely 
preserved from apostasy by the clarity of their doctrine 
and the prescribed observances of their faith, many Pro
testants may be said, I think, to have been pulled out 
of their initial confusion not only by some of the more 
clearheaded and courageous parsons and laymen and lay
women, but also by a return to the truths proclaimed in 
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Bible and Hymnal. 
And perhaps even wordless music, provided it is pure, 

has some such power. 58 

Kurt Huber, this professor of philosophy, also 
taught- and wrote on- music, both the physiology and 
psychology of hearing and music, and, his special love, 
folk music, the real rooted stuff- that was in fact being 
rooted out, trampled underfoot, by "the march of history;' 
by this mass movement that called itself"volkisch:' Though 
physically somewhat handicapped- he had had infan
tile paralysis- he went to great lengths to hear and 
preserve what still existed of such music. A companion 
he once took on a musical mountain trip to a rather in
accessible part of the Bavarian Alps, to hear the yodel
ing of the dairymaids there, reports that when they had 
left and had already gone a certain distance, these women 
sent a kind of farewell yodel after them. Huber stopped 
in his tracks, asked his companion for writing material, 
and jotted down the yodel in figured bass notation. As 
he did so, tears of emotion streamed down his face. 59 I 
think I know what that emotion was. It was the emotion 
that made Victor Zuckerkandl speak of "the miracle of 
the octave" and on which, if I understand him aright, 
St. Thomas Aquinas bases one of his proofs of God, the 
one from "governance:' That may be an odd one to think 
of when the world was-and still is-so visibly out of 
joint. All the more moving, I would say, to hear or see 
an example, a representation, or symbol of that gover
nance, to hear the pre-established harmony. 
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The Christian Origin of Modern Science 

Alexandre Kojeve 

Translated by David R. Lachterman 

"The Earth is a noble star." 
Nicholas of Cusa, De docta ignorantia, II, 17 

Translator's Preface 
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194 7; 1968, 2 abridged English translation: Introduction to 
the Reading of Hegel, trans. James H Nichols, Jr., New 
York NY 1969,· of the essay, rrThe Emperor Julian and His 
Art of Writing," in Ancients and Moderns. Essays on the 
Tradition of Political Philosophy in Honor of Leo 
Strauss, ed. Joseph Crospsey, New York 1964, pp. 95-113; 
and of the section 117};ranny and Wisdom," in Leo Strauss, On 
Tyranny, New York 1963,2 pp. 143-188. In addition he wrote 
a three-volume study of the history of ancient philosophy, Essai 
d'une histoire raisonnE:e de la philosophic paienne, Paris, 
1968-1973, with a posthumously published sequel, Kant, Paris 
1973. Most recently a manuscript dating from 1943 has been 
published under the title Esquisse d'une phE:nomE:nologie du 
droit. Expose provisioire, Paris 1981. The essay translated 
below appeared in a two-volume collection celebrating the work 
of his fellow-Russian and compatriot in exile, the d~'stinguiShed 
historian of science Alexandre Kf!)Jri: Melanges Alexandre 
Koyr€:, II: L'Aventure de !'esprit, Paris 1964, pp. 
295-306. 

The reader might be aware of KoJJve's gift for the "canular
esque," a 1Jlut-on,'' as we might call it. 

David R. Lachterman teaches philosophy at Vassar College. His translation 
of Jacob Klein's The World of Plrysics and the "Natural" World appeared in the 
Autumn '81 issue of The St. John's Review. 

22 

F 
ew historical facts give rise to as much contro
versy as the connection between modern 
science and technology, on the one hand, and 
religion, namely, Christian theology, on the 
other. 

To be convinced of this we need only confirm that 
the incredible strides m,ade by modern technology clearly 
presuppose a theoretical science with a universal mission, 
a science allowing the possibility of presenting all percep
tible phenomena to the naked eye or to the armed [ arme] 
eye as visible manifestations of invisible relations and as 
manifestations corresponding, in an absolutely rigorous 
fashion, not to human speeches of any sort, but to 
mathematical formulae or functions referring to these 
phenomena in an exact way. We can, if we wish, call this 
science "mathematical physics." However, it then becomes 
important to make precise that this "physics" is not limited 
to some part of the universe or to some of its particular 
facets; supposedly, it must and can cover, without any 
exception, everything which can be observed (that is, seen, 
at least in the final analysis.) 

No one will disagree that this mathematical physics 
with its universal mission was born in western Europe 
in the sixteenth century and that it cannot be found at 
any other time or in any other place. No doubt, we can 
find some small portion of it in our own day everywhere 
in the world. However, it remains no less true that it is 
only to be found when Christianity is present, if not as 
a religion, then at least as the civilization we have no 
reason not to call "Christian." 

No doubt, it is not only the absence of baptism that 
prevented and still prevents savages from devoting 
themselves to mathematical physics. But what prevented 
the subtle Chinese thinkers from doing so, the thinkers 
who imposed upon enormous masses of people a highly 
differentiated and extremely refined civilization? Why 
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didn't the Indians, who benefitted from the Hellenistic 
arts and sciences and in turn made many other peoples 
the beneficiaries of those, why did they never try to sur
pass the exiguous limits of their heritage? How did it hap
pen that many great Jewish thinkers, who very much 
wanted Judaism to have a share in certain intellectual 
efforts of the civilized pagans, never attempted to con
tribute anything at all to the development of those ideas 
which could some day become a science in the strict 
sense? And the Arabs- not prevented by Islam from ac
tively contributing to the development and propagation 
of the Hellenistic civilization they were the first to 
renew-why didn't the Arabs try to mathematicize, for 
example, the chemistry they discovered, instead of be
ing content to assimilate and perfect only the pure or 
celestial mathematics of the Ancients? 

In short, no non-Christian people was able or wanted 
to surpass the limits of Hellenic science. Now, the fact 
is that the Greeks, who did not want or were not able 
to pass beyond the limits of their own science, were all 
pagans. 

Since it is difficult to maintain that the Greeks were 
pagans because they did not do mathematical physics, it 
is necessary to suppose (unless we claim that civilization 
is a chaos of completely unrelated elements) that they 
were not able to work out such a physics because they 
wanted to remain pagans (unless we admit, something 
which would be perhaps misplaced in the present volume, 
that Hellenic science and pagan theology are indepen
dent, but complementary, manifestations of one and the 
same phenomenon, which would have a non-discursive 
character since it would belong to the domain of action). 

Now, in my opinion at least, this assertion is much 
less of a put-on [ canularesque] than it might seem at first 
sight. 

No doubt, in order to take this assertion completely 
seriously, we would first have to agree about exactly what 
"classical" Paganism is, or more precisely, about the 
theology that served as the back-cloth to Greek philosophy 
from Parmenides to Proclus and, hence, whether one 
wishes it or not, to Hellenic science as .a whole. But, in 
view of the clear impossibility of arriving at such an 
agreement, I shall content myself with saying briefly what 
Paganism would have to be for the assertion at issue to 
be acceptable, if not accepted. 

In opposition to Christian theology, 11classical" pagan 
theology would have to be a theory of the double 
transcendence of God. In other words, it is not enough 
for the pagan, as it is for the Christian, to die (in certain 
suitable conditions) in order to find himself face-to-face 
with the Divinity. Even when he disencumbers himself 
totally of his body (something of which the Christian, 
moreover, has no need), the pagan is stopped in mid
course in his ascent towards God by a screen which, if 
not opaque, is at least impassable, a screen, if one wishes, 
which is ''divine" in the sense of trans-mundane or supra
terrestrial, but in relation to which the god properly so
called is still and remains forever transcendent. The theos 
of "classical" paganism is not only beyond the world where 
the pagan lives. This theos is still irremediably beyond 
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the 'Beyond' to which the pagan can eventually gain ac
cess after his death. By departing from the earth the pagan 
is never on the path which could bring him close to his 
God. 

It matters little, moreover, whether this screen which 
is thought to separate God from the world where the 
pagans live and die is constituted, as it is for Plato, by 
an ideal utopi~p_ Cosmos or, as it is for Aristotle, by the 
ethereal heaven of the planets and the stars, a heaven 
without any precise position in infinite, empty space, but 
nonetheless itself quite spatial. What matters in both of 
these cases is the absolute impossibility for the pagan as 
well as for his god of breaking through this ideal or real 
barrier. For, if the theory (contemplation) of the Platonic 
cosmos noetos or the Aristotelian ouranos is a summit which 
pagan man could not outstrip, neither in his lifetime nor 
after his death, these same Ouranos and Cosmos are also 
for him the extreme limit of the possible manifestations 
or incarnations of his god. With the two exceptions of 
what is in no place at all and what is in the heavens, 
everything in the world of the classical pagans is everywhere 
and always profane. Now, if the theos of classical theology 
is the nunc stans of a point-like eternity or the uncoun
table, unique, all-embracing Whole, the transcendent 
world where this theos manifests or incarnates itself can
not be other than a well-ordered ensemble of rigorous 
relations, fixed from eternity among eternal and exact 
numbers (it makes little difference whether these are the 
ordinal numbers that Plato seems to assign to each of 
the Ideas or the cardinal numbers which measure the 
radii of the Celestial spheres in Eudoxian-Aristotelian 
cosmology).* Inversely, in relation to this world which 
is still, or already, divine, the profane world where we 
live (it makes little difference whether it is the totality 
of the cosmos or only the sublunary portion of the 
cosmos) could not sustain truly mathematical or 
mathematizable relations. Far from being one or formed 
of orderable or denumberable unities, this profane world 
is constituted by fluctuating elements, which, whether 
they divide themselves incessantly in an indefinite man
ner or transform themselves insensibly everywhere and 
always into their ''contraries;' are by definition purely 
qualitative. 

Thus from the point of view of classical pagan 
theology, we can find "mathematical laws;' that is, precise 
and eternal ratios, only where there is no matter at all, 
or at the very least, where this matter is only a pure ether 
inaccessible to the senses. From the point of view of this 
theology it would be impious to search for such laws in 
the gross and vulgar matter of the sort which constitutes 
the living bodies which serve us temporarily as prisons. 
And this is why for convinced pagans such as Plato and 
Aristotle the search for a science such as modern mathe
matical physics would be not only a great folly, (as it 
would be for all the civilized Greeks, who, because civil
ized, were predisposed to occupy themselves with the 

*See Kojeve's Essai d'une histoire raisonnie de la philosophic patenne, Tome 
II, pp. 96~ 100; 298-300 for further discussion of the character 
of numbers in Plato and Aristotle. 
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sciences,) but also a great scandal, exactly as it was for 
the Hebrews.' 

Let us admit that a believing or convioced pagan can
not do mathematical physics. Let us also admit that it 
is not sufficient, in order to do mathematical physics, not 
to be pagan or to stop being one, inasmuch as conver
sions of pagans to Buddhism, to Judaism, or to Islam 
have not been very fruitful from the scientific point of 
view. But is it really necessary to be or to become Chns
tian in order to be able to devote oneself to mathematical 
physics? 

At first glance we would be tempted to answer "No." 
On the one hand, for almost fifteen centuries Christian 
civilization did very well without mathematical physics. 
On the other hand, the promoters of modern science were 
not, as a general rule, particularly well viewed by the 
Church. However, these two arguments do not resist even 
slight examination. 

First of all, even if the fifteen centuries in question 
were incontestably Christian, Christianity was far from 
haviog penetrated all the regions of cultur~ in this epoch. 
No doubt theology and, to a certain degree, morality (if 
not law) were quite quickly Christianized (the Chris
tianization of theology itself, besides, was by no means 
complete). But, if we can see, for example in Gothic style, 
the first specifically Christian art (because willfully con
trary to the "nature" of wood and stone), we ought not 
to forget that it took more than ten centuries before it 
came about. As far as philosophy is concerned, the enor
mous effort of the entire Middle Ages had, if not as its 
goal, at least as its result, to rediscover more or less 
authentic (and therefore pagan) Platonism and then 
Aristotelianism which the fathers of the Church were only 
too ready to neglect in favor of their new, authentically 
Christian theology, authentic, that is, for the most part 
(at least if we abstract from the patently, if well
intentioned, N eo-platonic aberrations of an Origen or 
a Marius Victorinus, and indeed, the put-ons which 
Damascius published under the name of Dionysius the 
Areopagite* * or the ironic writings of the classical 
philosopher Clement of Alexandria). And the situation 
was almost worse in regard to science properly so-called. 
The Church, rightly and effectively preoccupied, before 
everything else, with preserving the purity of the faith, 
that is, the authenticity of Christian theological dogmas, 
surveyed the sciences and philosophy with a rather 
distracted (and often far from competent) eye, so that 
paganism quickly came back into its own. This distrac
tion of the responsible ecclesiastical authorities sometimes 
went so far as to bring them to defend certain incontest
ably pagan philosophical and scientific theories against 
apparently good Christians who wanted to Christianize 
those theories. 

Whether one likes it or not, the promoters of modern 
science were neither pagans nor atheists, nor anti
Catholics as a general rule (and they were the latter only 

**See Essai d'une histoire, Tome III, pp. 526-527 for the attribution 
of Pseudo-Dionysius' works to Damascius. 
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insofar as the Catholic Church seemed to them still 
taioted with paganism). These savants were combatting 
Scholasticism in its most developed form, namely, Aris
totelianism restored to all of its pagan authenticity, whose 
incompatibility with Christian theology was clearly seen 
and clearly shown by the forerunners of the new philos
ophy (which, starting with Descartes, tried for the first 
time to become Christian itself and which became so ef
fectively by and for Kant.) 

In short and at least in fact and for us, if not for these 
forerunners themselves, it is because they, in th,eir quality 
as Christians, fought against science insofar as it was 
pagan that the various minor, mediocre, and great 
('Galileos" were able to elaborate their new science, which 
is still "modern" because it is our own. 

Even while admitting that modern science was born 
from a conscious and voluntary opposition to pagan 
science and while affirming that an opposition of this sort 
appeared only in the Christian world relatively late and 
only in certain social milieus, we can ask ourselves what 
particular dogma of Christian theology is, in the last 
analysis, responsible for the (relative) mastery that Chris
tian peoples (and they alone) exercise today on atomic 
energy (a mastery, appearing in the period of the end 
of history, which can contribute only to the prompt 
reestablishment of paradise on earth, without ever do
ing any harm, physical harm at least, to anyone 
whomsoever). 

To answer this question, it seems enough to survey 
rapidly the great Christian dogmas of the unicity of God, 
creation ex n£h£lo, the Trinity, and the Incarnation, ne
glecting all the others (in any case, derivative or secon
dary and even reflecting, in certain cases, after-effects 
[ sequelles] of Paganism). 

Now, as for monotheism, its responsibility is clearly 
irrelevant, since we find it in a pure state both among 
developed pagans as well as among Jews and Moslems, 
who are irremediably backward from the scientific point 
of view. As for creationism, since we also find it in an 
authentic form in judaism and in Islam, it is certainly 
not responsible for modern science. Nor, moreover, is 
the doctrine of the Trinity, of which pagan (N eo-) 
platonism is far from being completely unaware and 
which, even among Christians, is more an incitement 
to "mystical" introspection or to "metaphysical" specula
tion than to the attentive observation of sensible, cor
poreal phenomena or to experiments with these. 2 There 
remains the dogma of the Incarnation, which is, further
more, the only one of the great dogmas of Christian 
theology which is, from the point of view of historical 
reality, at once authentically and specifically Christian, 
that is, proper to all Christian thinking and to it alone.' 
If, therefore, Christianity is responsible for modern 
science, the Christian dogma of the Incarnation bears 
exclusive responsibility for this. 

Now, if this is truly the case, history or chrono-logy 
are in perfect accord with "logic:' 

In fact, what is the Incarnation, if not the possibility 
that the eternal God can be really present in the tem
poral world where we ourselves live, without thereby los-
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ing any of His absolute perfection? But, if being present 
in the sensible world does not lessen that perfection, the 
reason is that this world itself is (or, has been or will be) 
perfect, at least in a certain measure (a measure, fur
thermore, that nothing prevents us from establishing with 
precision). If, as believing Christians affirm, a terrestrial 
(human) body can be "at the same time" the body of God 
and therefore a divine body and if, as the Greek savants 
thought, the divine (celestial) bodies accurately reflect 
eternal relations among mathematical entities, then 
nothing any longer stands in the way of searching for 
these relations in the world here below just as much as 
in the Heavens. Now, it is precisely to such a search that 
more and more Christians, beginning in the sixteenth 
century, passionately devoted themselves, followed after
wards by some Jews, Moslems, and pagans. 4 

But what exactly took place in the sixteenth century 
in the domain of science? 

Kant was probably the first to recognize the decisive 
role played by the "Copernican Revolution'' in the genesis 
of modern science. Now, what did Copernicus do besides 
projecting the Earth where we live, together with every
thing found there, into the Aristotelian Heaven? It has 
often been repeated that the Polish canon [Copernicus] 
displaced the earth from the privileged position assigned 
to it by pagan cosmology. People, however, have always 
forgotten to specify that this position was only "privileged" 
to the extent that it is thought to be the lowest thing in 
the world (at least in the figurative sense of these words). 

For all the pagans, just as for all the pre-Copernican 
savants who claimed to be Christians, the Earth, with 
all that is found there, was truly a "here-below;' in rela
tion to which even the moon appears as something ir
remediably inaccessible and transcendent, as much in 
virtue of the supposed "ethereal" perfection of everything 
celestial as in virtue of the self-evident "heaviness" of 
everything earthly. Now, this pagan way of viewing things 
could not satisfy a man who, to be sure, wanted to do 
science, but only on condition of remaining a canon and, 
consequently, a Christian. However, it is not sufficient 
not to be satisfied with all the ancient versions in order 
to find a genuinely new way of seeing things. And if 
Copernicus succeeded where many other good Christians 
failed (without, to be sure, making any attempts to -suc
ceed), it is because he displayed, not imagination, but 
rather the enormous (intellectual) courage peculiar to 
geniuses alone. 

However that may be, it is Copernicus who elimi
nated from science every trace of"docetist" paganism,*** 
by having the resuscitated body of Christ followed into 
Heaven by the totality of the terrestrial world where Jesus 
died, after being born there. Now, whatever this Heaven 
is for believing Christians, for all the savants of the era 
it was a "mathematical" or mathematizable Heaven. To 
project the Earth into such a Heaven is equivalent, 
therefore, to inviting these savants to undertake without 

***''Docetism" is the name given by some of the early Church Fathers 
to the (heretical) doctrine that Christ's earthly and bodily career 
was merely an appearance or semblance (OOx'l]at~). 
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delay the immense (but in no way infinite) task of work
ing out mathematical physics. This is what Christian 
savants did in fact. And since they did it in a world 
already largely Christianized, they could do it without 
raising too strong an outcry against madness or even 
scandal. 

Without a doubt, the mad Copernican projection of 
our earth into the Aristotelian heavens provoked in the 
latter a certain disorder which would have scandalized 
a classical pagan. But truly Christian savants could not 
take offense at this, nor did they. What was important 
for them was, in effect, entirely preserved, namely, the 
basic scientific identity of the earth and the heavens. 

But, after a certain time, more exactly, after the time 
when a certain tendency to become an atheist rather than 
remain a Christian became manifest in the world (scien
tific and other), certain disquieting phenomena began 
to appear in the unified terra-celestial universe (on the 
high or low road towards becoming paradisical, without 
waiting for a reconfirmation of its divin~ character). 

This is because the multi-dimensional {{phase" 
space, where the mathematical laws of modern quan
titative and quantum physics necessarily apply even in 
the smallest detail, resembles more and more the famous 
Cosmos noetos which certain pagans qualified as transcen
dent and called utopian, because it was a place which 
could not be situated, in relation to us, in any location. 
Whereas, on the other hand, the world where the births, 
the lives, and the deaths of men are situated in acces
sible and precise locations seems once again to be doomed 
to the most complete disorder, rule by pure chance. 

The atheistic savants of our day have thus witnessed 
a sort of revenge of the ancient and pagan Plato ... 

But, if this has been the case, this would be another 
story altogether. A story, indeed, which would be all the 
more different inasmuch as the {chance' brought once 
again into the picture seems, in comparison with. chance 
as the Ancients understood it, to be mathematizable itself, 
or, indeed, divinized in the pagan sense of that term. 
It is thought to be perfectly measurable and even-grosso 
modo- precise, or in any case, eternal. 

1. There is still, it is true, the Timaeus. However, I have excellent 
reasons for believing (although I am probably the only one) that, 
as in all of Plato's dialogues, the theories explicitly developed in 
the Timaeus have nothing to do with the author's own ideas. In 
his dialogues, Plato exhibits fashionable theories which he judges 
erroneous and even pemicious, to which he is resolutely opposed, 
where this opposition generally takes the form of a more or less 
camouflaged persiflage, through which the theory being criticiz
ed is pushed to its absurd, even grotesque, consequences. (Cf., 
for example, Timaeus 91 d-e, where the famous "Darwinian" theory 
of the origin of species which Timaeus expounds has birds des
cend from ... astronomers (of Eudoxus' type): ''As far as the race 
of birds who have wings rather than hair, they arise, after a small 
[sic] modification, from men without vvickedness, but light [legers], 
who are preoccupied with celestial phenomena, but believe, in 
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virtue of their simplicity, that the demonstrations one obtains of 
these by sight are the most solid.") In the dialogue which now con
cerns us, Timaeus is none other than Eudoxus (who was com
monly called "Endoxus," by reason of his great celebrity), who 
irritated Plato enormously not only because he established a rival 
school in Athens (where the Platonic theory of ideas was com
pletely deformed with a view to a "physical" application and where 
Plato himself was spitefully criticized for his lack of scientific 
cultivation), but also and especially because the 'scientism' of the 
Megarian-Eudoxian school so enormously impressed· the best 
students of the Academy, Aristotle foremost among them. (Cf. 
Philebus 62 a-d, where we can see what Plato really thought of 
the sciences generally and of Eudoxian "mathematical physics" 
in particular.) However this may be, the ironically inflated tirade 
that ends the Timaeus and that Socrates listens to in silent reproof 
(Timaeus 92 c), shows clearly what Plato does not accept in the 
theory he is mocking. In and for this theory the world in which 
we live is a sensible God (Theos aisth"etos), a contradiction in terms 
for Plato, good pagan that he is, of the same kind as the pseudo
notion of the squared circle. Now, if Plato says that according to 
this theory the (sensible) world is divine, this is precisely because 
it claims· to find in that world ratios, veritable mathematical en
tities. This is, therefore, the basic idea of mathematical physics, 
namely, the Eudoxian attempt to find in sensible (spatia-temporal) 
phenomena the precise ratios which subsist among ideal (eternal) 
mathematical entities-and this is, for Plato, at once a scandal 
and an act of folly. No doubt someone could say that Eudoxus 
himself was a pagan as well. But, in the first place, nothing is 
less certain, seeing that he could also have been an atheist. Second
ly, what we know of his "mathematical physics" comes to us only 
through Platds deliberately crack-brained mockery of it. Finally, 
as others have quite rightly remarked, we have to wait for the six
teenth century to see the first attempt to give scientific coherence 
to the ideas sketched in the Timaeus (if not by Plato ..--!'Socrates;' 
at least by Eudoxus..--!'Timaeus"). Until that time, although gener
ally taken quite seriously (with, however, laudable exceptions, in
cluding the philosophical Emperor Julian), the Timaeus only had 
"mystical" or "magical" results (to say nothing of simple repeti
tions, whether ancient or modern, in which there is no attempt 
at understanding the text). Furthermore, Democritus himself 
could also have been an atheist. This does not stand in the way 
of the fact that in a Democritean world one can only find room 
for a pagan G~d, since God must necessarily be beyond, not only 

sensible phenomena (purely "subjective" phenomena), but beyond 
"atomic" (objective) reality as well. 

2. Of course, the notion of the Christian trinity differs essentially 
from the Nco-platonic trinitarian notion (which is, in fact, purely 
Platonic in the sense that it can be traced back to Middle 
Platonism, which is itself only a dogmatic version of authentic 
Platonism) and the difference between these two notions has an 
enormous philosophical (or, if one wants, "metaphysical") bear
ing. However, this difference is uniquely due to the fact of the 
Incarnation of the Second Person. Now, it is evident that it is not 
the dogma of the Incarnation that has been deduced from the 
dogma of the Trinity. On the contrary, the Christian dogma of 
the Trinity is a derived dogma, in the sense that Christianity 
radically transformed the pagan trinitarian notion so as to make 
it compatible with the fact of the Incarnation (as well as the fact 
of the "gift" of the Holy Spirit, itself posterior to the Incarnation 
and derivative from it). 

3. What the Incarnation is for the Christian has nothing to do with 
the self~styled "incarnations" which pagan myths or biblical tales 
have in view: to become and to be a man is totally different from 
taking on a human (or other) form (or appearance). Saint Augustine 
saw this perfectly well and showed it dearly to the Christians (see, 
for example, De Trinitate II, vii, 12 and IV, xxi, 31), while, on the 
other hand, the adepts of Judaism never had any doubt about it. 

4. Without a doubt the scientific consequences of the dogma of the 
Incarnation were only drawn bit by bit (without, to be sure, any 
appreciable help from the side of the Church). For example, scien
tific Paganism was able to preserve itself for so long a time in 
the Christian world thanks to the preservation of the "Democri
tean'' distinction between "secondary'' and "primary" qualities, 
which seemed an anodyne from the theological point of view. But, 
the assertion that the color of Jesus' hair or the sound of his voice 
are only "subjective" phenomena in fact amounts to the same 
theological "Docetism" that the Church rigorously and effective
ly combatted as an obvious result of Paganism. It is no wonder, 
then, that Christian science ended up by putting a stop to this 
lamentable affair so that the responsible and competent ec
clesiastical authorities did not have to intervene, at least not ex
plicitly. Today, far from abstracting from "secondary qualities" on 
the model of Detnocritus, who thought them despicable, 
mathematical physics treats them with profound respect and seeks 
to mathematize them; they have the same status as those entities 
pagan sav;::nts judged to be noble, or even divine. 

A Comment on Alexandre Kojeve's 
"The Christian Origin of Modem Science'' 

Curtis Wilson 

I 
s this piece intended as an amusing joke, or should 
we be profoundly edified? Even if it is less of a 
canularesque or 'put-on' than may seem the case, as 
Kojf:ve invites us to suppose, how are we to satisfy 
ourselves that it is not appallingly irresponsible? 

To be intellectually responsible, of course, is not the 
easiest thing in the world, and I can only attempt to make 
certain steps in that direction here. Let me confess at 

Curtis Wilson is a tutor and former dean at St. John's College, Annapolis. 
He has just completed a study of'Thc Great Inequality of jupiter and Saturn' 
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once that, when it comes to history, I am deeply 
suspicious of the sort of intellectual operation in which 
Kojeve engages: proposing single ideas as the causes of 
complex, multi-faceted historical changes. Can Kojeve's 
thesis, that Christianity is responsible for modern science, 
and more specifically that the Christian dogma of the 
Incarnation bears sole responsibility for the emergence 
of that science, survive a serious examination in confron
tation with detailed historical facts? Even if the answer 
is 'yes: I think such examination will show that there are 
meanings the thesis might easily be assumed to have 
which are clearly false, and that it presupposes assump-
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tions that many of us do not share. Consider the follow
ing questions: 

(1) Copernicus: Why did he hurl the Earth into the 
heavens? Was this surprising act of thought connected 
in some overt or covert way with the dogma of the In
carnation? That it was not so connected in an overt way 
seems pretty clear. In his Commentariolus, written probably 
as early as 1511-1513, Copernicus states his motives for 
renovating astronomy in a clear and quite understandable 
way: 

the planetary theories of Ptolemy and most other 
astronomers, although consistent with the numerical data, 
seemed ... to present no small difficulty. For these theories 
were not adequate unless certain equants were also conceived; 
it then appeared that a planet moved with uniform velocity 
neither on its deferent nor about the center of its epicycle. 
Hence a system of this sort seemed neither sufficiently absolute 
nor sufficiently pleasing to the mind. 

Having become aware of these defects, I often considered 
whether there could perhaps be found a more reasonable ar
rangement of circles, from which every apparent inequality 
would be derived and in which everything would move uni
formly about its proper center, as the rule of absolute motion 
requires. After I had addressed myself to this very difficult and 
almost insoluble problem, the suggestion at length came to me 
how it could be solved with fewer and much simpler construc
tions than were formerly used, if some assumptions (which 
are called axioms) were granted me. 1 

Essentially the same view is stated in the Narratio pr£ma 
of Rheticus, the pupil of Copernicus: 

... [my teacher} is far from thinking that he should rashly 
depart, in a lust for novelty, from the sound opinions of the 
ancient philosophers, except for good reasons and when the 
facts themselves coerce him. 2 

Copernicus was a convert to the Renaissance ideal 
of classicist renovatio, which means something quite dif
ferent from 'innovation' in our sense: it means to go back 
to first principles. And in the Renaissance it was the 
fashion to believe that the ancients knew deep and im
portant truths, which in the long 'middle age' (the term 
was invented by Cusanus a little before Copernicus was 
born) had been lost from sight. Copernicus does not ques
tion the first principle that had been adopted in ancient 
mathematical astronomy; on the contrary, he insists on 
its being quite rigorously applied. The apparent ine
qualities of the celestial motions must be accounted for 
in terms of strictly uniform circular motions: how else 
could these motions be perpetual? As he indicates in 
Revolutions IV.2, it would be absurd to attempt to account 
for the apparent inequalities by postulating real inequal
ities-which is what Ptolemy had done. 

Here we have Copernicus' own understanding of why 
he did what he did. It is with this understanding, I should 
think, that historical investigation of the Copernican 
revolution ought to begin. 

Not for a moment would I deny that Copernicus' 
Christianity makes a difference in his thinking about 
astronomy, but the difference it makes, when we com
pare his thinking with Ptolemy's, is that he is a creationist 
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and Ptolemy is not. Copernicus thinks of the world as 
a machine designed by the best artisan of all: 

... When I had long considered this lack of certitude in the 
mathematical tradition concerning the composition of the mo
tions of the spheres of the world, I began to be annoyed that 
no more certain theory of the motions of the machine of the 
world, which was created for us by the best and most orderly 
of all artisans, had been established by the philosophers ... 3 

According to Kojeve, 'truly Christian savants' could 
not take offense at Copernican doctrine, "nor did they!' 
Well, Luther in 1539 referred to Copernicus as 'der Nan' 
(the fool), and added: "But I believe in Holy Scripture, 
since Joshua ordered the Sun, not the Earth, to stand 
still." Melancthon, Luther's deputy, commenting on "the 
Polish astronomer who makes the Earth move and the 
sun stand still;' said: "Really, wise governments ought to 
repress impudence of mind:' J. C. Scaliger, Italo-French 
physician and scholar, published a book in 155 7 in which 
he put Copernicus' name in the margin alongside the 
recommendation that certain ''writings should be ex
punged or their authors whipped:' Maurolicus, a Sicilian 
mathematician (1494-15 7 5), said: "Nicholas Copernicus, 
who maintained that the Sun is still and the Earth has 
a circular motion, deserves a whip or a scourge rather 
than a refutation." The Italian astronomer Magini said 
that "Copernicus' hypotheses are attacked by nearly 
everybody for being too far away from the truth and ab
surd:' Clavius, the Italian mathematician, said in 1570 
that "Copernicus' idea conflicts with many aspects of ex
perience and the common opinion of all philosophers and 
astronomers:' Quotations from both Catholics and Pro
testants could be multiplied, and just about all of them 
are to the same effect, that Copernicus' hypotheses are 
absurd; and some add that these hypotheses are contrary 
to Scripture. 

I know of no reference in the Revolutions to the dogma 
of the Incarnation. If this doctrine influenced Copernicus' 
thinking about astronomy, the effect can only have been 
a hidden one. 

(2) Kepler, Galile0 Descartes, Newton: Here, among these 
most famous of the founders of modern science, do we 
find the dogma of the Incarnation showing itself as in
fluential, as determining their theological and 
metaphysical and scientific thought? If influential it was, 
it did not show itself as such. 

The divergences among these thinkers go pretty deep. 
It is in Kepler that the theological motives are most evi
dent: the original idea of his celestial dynamics seems 
to have come out of the notion that the 'signature' of the 
Trinity had been imprinted on the very structure ofthe 
Cosmos, the Sun being the image of God the Father and 
Creator, hence the exerciser of power, while the stars of 
the starry sphere were the image of God the Son, and 
the space between, in which light and motive power 
travelled from center to periphery and were reflected back 
again, was the image of the Holy Spirit. But I don't think 
anyone besides Kepler put much stock in this charming 
idea: Kepler's harmonies were the object of much ridicule. 
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Nor do I think one can very well argue that the introduc
tion of dynamics into the skies had to come by this pecul
iar and idiosyncratic route- granting that the idea of 
forces acting on celestial bodies was a very unusual one 
at the time. We should also note that Kepler, inspired 
as he was by cosmic trinitarianism, was not less evidently 
inspired by Platds Timaeus, with its notion of a playful 
demiurge, faced with the 'ananke' of the Receptacle or 
the recalcitrance of matter. Kepler was ever ready to 
acknowledge that the instantiation of beautiful 
geometrical patterns in the world could fail to be exact. 
That seems to be a pagan idea, and I think one may 
reasonably doubt that it is really at home in the setting 
of Christian theology. 

Galileo was another who came to consider the world 
as mathematically describable, but the route by which 
he came to this conclusion was not at all the same as 
Kepler's. There can be some uncertainty whether Galileds 
famous statement in the Assayer is fundamentally 
methodological or metaphysical, where he says that "the 
book of the universe is written in the language of mathe
matics, and its characters are triangles, circles, and other 
geometric figures without which it is humanly impos
sible to understand a single word of it:' I would tend to 
opt for the methodological emphasis. 

In any case, Galileo does seem to have been the first 
man we know of who set out consciously to discover sim
ple mathematical laws through experiment. Stillman 
Drake has suggested that an accidental discovery by 
Vincenzo Galilei, Galileds father, may have had a great 
influence here: Vincenzo found that when strings of equal 
length are stretched by weights in such a way as to pro
duce consonant intervals, the weights are as the squares 
of small whole numbers, where the small whole numbers 
are inversely as the string lengths that give the same con
sonant intervals when the strings are stretched by equal 
weights. Vincenzo had been hoping to prove, in opposi
tion to Zarlino, that small whole numbers have nothing 
to do with consonance or with pleasant-sounding inter
vals. The result surprised him. Perhaps the young Galileo 
was surprised, too. It may have been this that precipitated 
him into a search that led to the discovery of a series of 
beautifully simple laws: the isochronism of pendulums, 
the relation between pitch and frequency, the law of free 
fall, and so on. On Drake's supposition, the series of 
discoveries had been 'triggered.' A good many important 
scientific discoveries seem to have been similarly 
serendipitous. 

Fortune favors the prepared mind, to be sure, but 
Galileds overt preparation had a great deal to do with 
Euclid, Archimedes, engineering, certain scholastic 
studies, and the arts (for Galileo prided himself on his 
classical taste in music, painting, and the drama); and 
as far as one can discover, it had nothing at all to do with 
theology or the dogma of the Incarnation. There is no 
doubt that Ga!ileo considered himself a loyal son of the 
Church, and was utterly taken aback when its doctors 
came to treat him as a potential enemy, or at least as an 
erring son. He did not suppose his science to be incom
patible with Christian theology, but neither, I believe, 
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did he regard it as logically entailed by any theological 
doctrine. 

There is evidence to lead one to suppose that Galileo, 
like other Florentines of his time, living under a bad, 
tyrannical regime, but retaining family memories of the 
better times of citizen rule under the Republic, turned 
to a kind of compartmentalized way ofliving and think
ing. Energies that in the old days would have gone into 
citizen activity were devoted to private hobbies, although 
the yearning for a public role remained. For a man of 
Galileds italianate sophistication, good taste did not 
countenance the notion that all one's ideas could or should 
be fitted together into a single grand scheme. Galileo was 
not a bookish man or a dreamer. He made some use (no 
doubt illegitimate) of 'Platonic' recollection; there are in
dications he was influenced by Pyrrhonist scepticism 
(notice how often he has Salviati insisting that 'I don't 
know' is a good response to a question). But he is not 
a partisan of any philosophical sect or system. As 
polemicist and rhetorician for the new science (his self
appointed role), he was willing to make use of anything 
apropos that tradition offered. 

And what about Descartes: what was his relation to 
Christianity? It is only God that can know, of course, 
but we should not fail to recognize how dreadfully upset
ting to traditional Christian thought were the Cartesian 
doctrines. The Principia philosophiae was condemned by 
the doctors of the Holy Office in 1665 as incompatible 
with the Eucharist, or the doctrine of transubstantiation. 
Reconciling Christian orthodoxy to the new science does 
not appear to have been an easy matter. 

Descartes was .q.o doubt trying to reconcile the Sor
bonne to his scientific enterprise in his Meditations on First 
Philosophy. But the Cartesian proofs for the existence of 
God and the separate existence of the human soul can
not have appeared as a godsend for the faithful: Descartes' 
God is a philosopher's god, immutable, incomprehensi
ble, unresponsive to the prayerful. 

As to what Descartes really thought about the dogma 
of the Incarnation, that must remain doubtful. In the 
Discourse on Method he makes it clear to the reader that 
while conducting the most radical inquiry into first prin
ciples it is important to follow sedulously the customs 
of the country in which one finds oneself. And one can
not forget what Descartes as a young man wrote in his 
journal: that when he entered upon the stage of the world, 
he would do so 'masked.' 

My guess is that the legitimation of algebra and the 
overcoming of scepticism were more crucial to Descartes' 
attempt at a grounding of the scientific enterprise than 
any Christian dogma. 

And finally, what about Newton? In the early 1670s 
Newton, faced with the prospect of having to take clerical 
orders as a professor at Cambridge, made an intensive 
study of the sources of Christian doctrine, and reached 
the conclusion that Athanasius had hoaxed the Church 
into accepting the doctrine of the Trinity, for political 
reasons. Somehow a royal dispensation was gotten for 
him, and so he was allowed to remain professor without 
taking orders. In later life, as warden and then master 
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of the Mint, he had to pretend to be an orthodox Chris
tian, but on his death bed he refused the offices of the 
priest of the Church of England. He did not believe in 
the dogma of the Incarnation. 

But now suppose the Kojevian says: All ofthis is ir
relevant. The founders of modern science failed to recog
nize the hidden factor that permitted them to do what 
they did. That was the dogma of the Incarnation, the 
sole doctrine in the world that could overcome the dou
ble transcendence of God in paganism. 

But here-setting aside the fact that the pagans did 
have their mystery religions, and that many pre
Christians and later non-Christians have denied the dou
ble transcendence of God- I want to ask what sort of 
historical explanations we are to consider possible and 
reasonable. I am not an Hegelian in historical matters 
(Kojeve in the piece before us appears to be doctrinairely 
so); I do not believe it is reasonable to see the almost 
endlessly complicated history of human thought and af
fairs as the realization of the Idea. In the unprecedented 
intellectual upheaval of the 16th and 17th centuries, many 
factors were in play: the religious revolt or reformation, 
which had political and economic as well as doctrinal 
roots; the discovery of the New World, and all it did to 
shake up traditional views; the internal disintegration of 
scholastic thought through its own self-criticism; the 
discovery of antiquity in a new sense, as a source of 
wisdom and esoteric doctrine; the effect on thought of 
those signal inventions, the compass, gunpowder, and 
printing, all of them imported from China; the impact 
of the printing of books on learning generally, taking it 
outside of the universities and turning it over to auto
didacts; and so on, and so on. All this mad restlessness 
is due to the dogma of the Incarnation? Or perhaps it 
is to be attributed to the invention of the horse collar and 
triple crop rotation, leading to the result, as Lynn White 
puts it, that the Europeans were full of beans? It was a 
time of intellectual, political, economic, and religious tur
moil, and very strange notions came out of dark corners, 
among them the altogether astonishing notion of 
mathematical physics. No doubt Christian thought and 
belief had much to do with this particular outcome. I 
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would not myself be willing to go further, unless we come 
down to particular cases. 

The most surprising and outrageous statement in 
Kojeve's whole piece, in my opinion, is the aside about 
the "mastery that Christian peoples (and they alone) ex
ercise today on atomic energy (a mastery, appearing in 
the period of the end of history, which can contribute 
only to the prompt reestablishment of paradise on earth, 
without ever doing any harm, physical harm at least, to 
any whomsoever)." This was written, we note, in the 
1960s, after Hiroshima. 

It is the hope of most of us, parents in fact or parents
to-be or parents in spirit of those who will live after us, 
that life on this planet can continue, and can continue 
to be basically good (as our untutored animal faith af
firms it to be). And most of us, confronted ever more 
unavoidably by the evidence of how rapidly and irrevo
cably humankind is raping the Earth, find ourselves 
shocked into grim silence. In as dark a time as ours, 
Kojeve's optimism is either a bad joke or fatuous. 

Hegel's phenomenology of spirit is a rich revelation 
of the dialectical modes of working of the human mind, 
in its ever renewed confrontation with the Other. We 
would do poorly to reject it out of hand. Just as surely 
we would be less than intelligent if we were to .accept un
critically Hegel's account of the factual history of the 
human spirit: among some shrewd and bold strokes it 
includes much that is fantasy, ungrounded in the sober 
truths about the ways in which cultures have in fact in
teracted. As for Hegel's arrogant optimism about the 
fmal, Germanic age of the Absolute, may I assume that 
it would be laughed out of court today? 

I confess that au fin du compte I do not understand 
Kojeve's intention in his piece on the Christian origin 
of modern science. I yield to a vague though deep suspi
cion when I say: Caveat lector! 

1. E. Rosen, Three Copernican Treatises (3d ed., New York: Octagon Books, 1971), 
57-58. 

2. Ibid., 187. 
3. Copernicus, &1Jo/utiom, Preface and Dedication to Pope Paul III. 
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What Good and What Harm 
Can Psychoanalysis Do? 

Wolfgang Lederer, M.D. 

I 
t is about seven years since I last had the honor 
of appearing before you. On that occasion, as I 
recall, I was sore perplexed by the topic your dean 
had assigned me. And today, once again, I find 
the very simplicity of my title troubling and decep

tive. You are no doubt all familiar with that story about 
a psychoanalyst who, having been greeted by a colleague 
with a cheerful "Good morning!" then puzzles in his own 
mind, thinking: "What did he mean by that?" And thus, 
with professional distrust of the obvious, did I scrutinize 
today's topic: "What good and what harm can 
psychoanalysis do?" This is the theme your dean assign
ed me, but what did he mean by that? Is this truly a fac
tual question? Is it not rather a challenge, a very gauntlet 
thrown at my feet, a taunt which scornfully demands: 
what good, if any, can psychoanalysis do?- and which 
sneeringly suggests that the potential harm, lurking in 
the obscurity all around the analytic couch, could well 
devour whatever good might come of it? 

I feel thrown on the defensive, and like any debater 
under attack I shall now reach for that somewhat 
disreputable but effective gambit of asking for a defini
tion of terms: Will my honorable opponent kindly define 
for me the meaning of "good?" 

My opponent, refusing to be drawn into the mire of 
the abstract, thereupon answers me with strict reference 
to our context: "People come to psychoanalysis;' he says, 
"because they feel in some manner maladjusted; the good 
they expect, therefore, is a better adjustment." 

''Very well;' say I, "and it follows that, the better and 

Wolfgang Lederer is a psychiatrist who practices and teaches in the San Fran
cisco area. This article was delivered as a lecture on May 13, 1983, in Annapolis. 
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more perfect the adjustment reached through therapy, 
the greater the good?" 

"It would seem so;' says he. 
''And is not adjustment, as in a delicate mechanical 

instrument, that state of meshing of gears and levers and 
what not, which permits the total to run most smoothly, 
with a minimum of friction, heat, or noise, such that no 
component attracts attention to itself and no further im
provements need to be made?" 

"Indeed;' says he. 
"Does it not follow then;' say I, "that the individual 

perfectly adjusted to and within his society is one so 
smoothly attuned to the existing order that he causes no 
friction and no heat, attracts no attention, opposes 
nothing, demands or effects no change, is in fact stan
dardized and therefore amenable to unit replacement like 
a mechanical component and, in short, may claim as his 
greatest virtue a total lack of individuality?" 

"I admit;' says he, "that such perfect adjustment, to 
the extent to which it could ever be achieved, would be 
good for the established order- at least in the short run; 
but that it would be akin to death for the individual:' 

''And if total adjustment is akin to death, then perhaps 
total non-adjustment is the true good? Then perhaps the 
ideal man goes his own way without regard to society, 
custom, or law?" 

"Surely;' says he, "such a one would quickly run afoul 
of the social reality within which he exists, and would 
suffer destruction:' 

"Quite so;' say I. ''And it would seem that the good 
lies somewhere between total adjustment and non
adjustment, and we are merely left with the question as 
to where, between the extremes, the greatest good may 
lie. But who should have the wisdom to tell us that?" 

"Surely not the psychoanalyst;' says he. 
"Then perhaps we must approach things differently;' 
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say I. "People come to psychoanalysis because they feel 
maladjusted; but how do they know about their 
maladjustment?" 

"Because they are in pain!' 
''And so perhaps the good lies simply in the relief of 

pain?" 
"There can be no doubt;' says he, "that both chronic 

and acute pain are bad, and quite possibly harmful, and 
that the relief of pain, whether physical or psychic pain, 
is considered a great boon." 

"Let us consider then, if you will;' say I, "the pain 
inflicted upon a man by his conscience, the pain of wrong
doing which we call guilt. Supposing a man is tortured 
by the memory of having killed an enemy in battle; 
should we not, if we can find a way, try to diminish his 
guilt over such a killing?" 

"That;' says he, "would alleviate a grievous harm." 
''But what if, by chance, we succeed too well, and the 

man were so stripped of conscience and guilt that he con
sidered killing permissible, under any circumstances?" 

"That would be inflicting harm, both on society and 
on the man himself." 

"So it is true of the pain of guilt -and perhaps of any 
kind of pain- that both the excess and the absence are 
harmful, and that there is a necessary amount of pain 
which is· required for survival, and therefore good?" 

"That comes;' says he, "from engaging in a dialogue 
with a psychoanalyst:' 

''You do me wrong, my friend;' say I, "for I am not 
even a psychoanalyst:' 

"Then what, may I ask, are you doing here? Are you 
not an impostor?" 

N ow, let me permit my interlocutor to go back to 
the waiting room of my mind whence I have 
called him. And let me admit to you quite simply 

that I interpreted the term "psychoanalysis" in the title 
of my talk as no more than a popular label for a great 
variety of psychological therapies; for were I to guess, 
I would say that psychoanalysis proper-orthodox, 
classical psychoanalysis- constitutes today less than one 
percent of all psychological treatment, and has become 
mainly a valuable training device for future therapists 
of analytical orientation; whereas many other techniques 
are, and have been, practiced with varying success. Of 
this, let me give you some examples. 

We are told that in the year of grace 1584, on the 
tenth day of April, there was presented to the Most Il
lustrious and Most Reverent Archbishop of Cambray, 
Loys de Berlaymont, by Monsieur Francois Buisseret, 
Doctor of Laws, Archdeacon of Cambray, one Soeur 
Jeanne Fery, aged twenty-two years, a professed religious 
of the convent of the Black Sisters of the town of Mons 
in Hainaut, it having been found that she was proved 
to be troubled and possessed by evil spirits, to the end 
that it might please the aforesaid Lord Archbishop to 
recognize the fact and to advise suitable means for her 
deliverance. 

Jeanne Fery, we hear, was born in 1559. Her child
hood was unhappy, for her father was a violent man who 
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drank to excess. Jeanne herself was gifted with a very 
quick understanding and a good mind, and had a tenden
cy to hear and gladly to treat of great and high matters. 
One day her father, returning from the tavern at 6 dciock 
in the evening, met his wife who had come out to seek 
him with her child in her arms and, being angry with 
her, he wished that the devil might take the child. In vir
tue of which the Devil had power to beset and hover about 
the aforesaid child until she reached the age of four, when 
he tried to gain her consent to his being accepted and 
acknowledged as her father. He presented himself to the 
child as a handsome young man, gave her apples and 
white bread, with which she was pleased, and, as she later 
wrote: "Since then I regarded him as my father by reason 
of the sweets he brought me; and he spoke to me in the 
same way [sic] until I reached the age of 12 years; and 
he protected me, so that I did not feel the blows that were 
given me:' 

Jeanne had been sent to a convent school, but at the 
age of 12 was removed to the house of a dressmaker, there 
to learn a trade. The devil urged her to take full advan
tage of her new liberty and reminded her that it behooved 
her to obey him in all things. Otherwise, she writes, "he 
would torture me in ways which he showed me: and that 
each person lived in the manner he taught me, but that 
they would not confess as much to each other ... I im
mediately submitted to all that he could ask!' 

She was then made to sign a document with her own 
blood, renouncing her baptism, her Christianity, and all 
the ceremonies of the Church: "This pact being sealed, 
the paper was folded very small and I was made to 
swallow it with an orange, which tasted very sweet until 
I came to the last morsel, and that was so bitter that I 
scarce knew how to endure it. And since then I have 
always had a great detestation of the Church ... and 
have used many insults against her ... being inspired 
in all things by malice and sin!' 

She nevertheless re-entered the convent of the Black 
Sisters at the age of 14, there to begin her novitiate. The 
devils became ever more tyrannical, but allowed her to 
act and to work modestly, so that she aroused no suspi
cion and at 16 was permitted to take her vows and thus 
to become a nun. 

The devils now deemed her worthy of parodying the 
sacraments and o:r~e among them, Sanguinary, came and 
desired from her "not a dead sacrifice, but living, and 
of her own body!' She wrote later: "Hearing all this, I 
at length gave way to their will. Immediately, this evil 
spirit entered into my body, carrying with him a sharp 
knife ... with great cries and pains he cut a piece of flesh 
from ... my body and, having soaked it in my blood, 
went and offered it to the evil spirit, Belial. ... They 
made me offer this sacrifice many times:' 

Henceforth the devils kept her in despair and tempted 
her to take her life. Through fear of being disgraced and 
perhaps put to death by a court of justice, she listened 
to their promptings. She gave them her girdle that they 
might strangle her, but being unable to do so, they urged 
her to slit her throat. Each time she attempted this, an 
invisible presence stopped her. The devils would say: 
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"There is some wicked woman guarding her." The woman 
was later identified as Saint Mary Magdalen. 

Meanwhile,] eanne, drained of all energy and unable 
to declare the cause of her obvious ill health, was visited 
by a doctor who could make nothing of the case and 
prescribed remedies that were of no avail. Both her health 
and, even more, her character deteriorated. She wrote 
later: "When the last days of Lent came, I was sent into 
the church, where I blasphemed God and cursed my 
father, my mother, and the hour of my birth. I thought 
only of despair, or of drowning myself, if I could find 
the means and the strength. The devils ... left my poor 
body without any human nourishment, and the nuns had 
great sympathy with me when they saw the color of my 
face, for I looked more dead than alive:' 

Two days after being presented to the Archbishop, 
Jeanne was admitted to exorcism, and many sessions were 
held until November 12, 1585-a period of nineteen 
months. Her treatment was characterized by many 
dramatic events. Thus at one point the devils, "as much 
by reason of old injuries which they had inflicted as 
through new wounds which they made at their depar
ture, cast forth great quantities of blood and putrid flesh." 
She was told that her illness was mortal and incurable, 
and it was expected that within the space of three or four 
hours she would die. Through the invocation of Saint 
Mary Magdalen, however, after the patient had passed 
out of her body, with her urine, twenty pieces of putrid 
flesh, which gave off a horrible stench, the vehemence 
of her suffering was appeased. At other times she endured 
agonies, spasms, convulsions, struggles for breath, epilep
tic fits, and nightly ravings. In May 1585, when she was 
being returned from the Archbishop's house to the con
vent against the express wish of her holy protectress, she 
attacked the Archbishop and other ecclesiastics with blows 
and kicks, delivered with such violence that they feared 
for their lives. 

Eventually the devils reduced her to a state of 
childishness and babbling; she was unable to recognize 
any person except the nun who watched over her ... 
and she wept continually. She was afraid to renounce the 
devil who had been her father, and when he was to be 
expelled she begged the exorcist on her knees to leave 
her at least this one devil so that she would not fall into 
imbecility. To console her for the loss of him, the exor
cist promised her that he would be a father to her. From 
that moment she was reduced to complete childishness, 
ignorant of all knowledge of God ... and unable to say 
anything except ''Pere Jean" and "Belle Marie," the names 
of her exorcist and of her holy protectress. A little later 
she also spoke of "Grand Pere" and on questioning her 
the exorcist understood that she had taken the Lord Arch
bishop for her grandfather. 

Some time later, having been brought before the 
Archbishop at her demand, and being blessed by him, 
she recovered her speech. At that the intervention of Saint 
Mary Magdalen became apparent by means of pieces 
of paper which, closely folded, were discovered in the pa
tient's mouth. The first of these demanded that, in order 
to set free ] eanne Fery from the possession of all the 
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devils, she was to be placed that day for care and nourish
ment in the hands of Loys de Berlaymont, Archbishop 
of Cambray, in whatever place he is or will be throughout 
his life; and that he was to instruct her in the praise of 
God and to answer for her conscience before God. She 
thus became the only nun to have an Archbishop for her 
confessor. 

The Archbishop was a man of benign character. 
When the possessed nun was first presented to him, he 
greeted her kindly and blessed her, and thereafter had 
her deliverance very much at heart. His intervention was 
often decisive. She was kept in his house even though 
the prolonged stay of a young nun in the house of the 
Archbishop could not fail to surprise people; but when 
at length he decided to send her back to the convent, 
] eanne immediately suffered a severe relapse and in an 
ecstatic vision of Mary Magdalen was told that her grand
father, the Archbishop, had incurred the anger of God 
by sending her back to the convent. She was to return 
to his house for a year, after which time she would be 
fully relieved. When the Archbishop, to convince himself 
of her condition, visited her in her cell, "she was im
mediately seized by such torment, and her whole ap
pearance was so greatly changed by the vehemence of 
her sufferings, that the Lord Archbishop, fearing that 
she might die suddenly, was forced to lift her up from 
her bed:' This event caused him to lodge her thereafter 
in his house, where she recovered her senses, having no 
recollection of what had occurred. On November 12, 
1586, she took the Archbishop's hand and said: "Today 
I am restored and returned to my sisters. As to my food, 
you are discharged of obligation. Nevertheless, you will 
have charge of my conscience for the rest of my life:' 

W 
ell now: unless we take the possession by devils 
literally-and even at the time the ecclesiastics 
were not quite sure that they should -what I 

have just presented to you is an instance of the successful, 
and purely psychological, treatment of what today we 
would probably call a hysterical psychosis. Is it then the 
Roman Catholic Church that really invented "psycho
analysis?" Or at least: psychotherapy? And how is it possi
ble that unquestioned good came of it? 

Let me hasten to state that, in my opinion, between 
exorcism and psychotherapy as it is practiced today, there 
are some considerable differences; but what these two· 
techniques may have in common, and why both of them 
can be effective, I should like to discuss after I have given 
you some samples of methods which may be much older 
even than the Church, and which have survived to this 
day. 

Thus, some tribes of the African Gold Coast firmly 
believe that there are witches which fly by night to 
assemblies in out-of-the way places, there to engage in 
cannibalism. The belief cannot be disputed, for it is not 
the real, material body of the witch that is supposed to 
be flying to such gatherings: it is the witch's spirit, her, 
or his, Susuma that is involved. Similarly, it is not the body 
of the victim that is eaten, but the victim's vital essence, 
his Kla. Although a person's Susuma may leave his body 
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without ill effect, the Kla cannot leave without causing 
illness or death. If the witches steal away a man's Kla 
and cut it up, he becomes mortally sick. If, relenting, 
they reassemble the parts and restore them to him, he 
recovers. But an already eaten or mutilated part of the 
Kla-say, its leg-cannot be restored, and the victim's 
leg will be lost or rendered useless. What makes this whole 
matter particularly sinister is that the witches exercise 
their mischief not against enemies, but precisely against 
those nearest and dearest to them- the members of their 
own village or their own family. 

To meet this danger, numerous shrines exist in the 
forest, each in charge of a practitioner of skill and ·renown, 
whither go patients of various kinds, seeking aid: some 
are self-confessed witches, bemoaning the evil they have 
,wrought; others are victims of bewitchment, presenting 
such ills as sterility, blindness, aches and pains, and 
assorted misfortunes. Perhaps the most striking of all are 
those terrified, anxiety-ridden people who, while pro
testing that they have never done any harm, feel 
themselves being converted into witches against their will 
and suffer a sense of impending doom. 

The practitioner receives these patients with much 
ceremony and ritual, thus demonstrating his status and 
competence. He then submits each one to a painstaking 
interrogation, ferreting out envies, spites, rivalries, 
marital troubles, and kinship disputes, laying bare all 
secrets. And, indeed, astonishing tales of guilt and misde
meanor often emerge. Then he sums up the situation 
as he sees it, announces who should confess and apologize 
and to whom, and gives out advice and reprimand. Some 
patients promptly recover, but others have to stay at the 
forest compound for a lengthy course of daily therapy 
and ritual, in the process of which they form an intense 
relationship with the therapist. Let me present to you 
one such case, as it has been reported by a highly 
reputable European observer: 

Kofi, a farmer, was received into a practitioner's com
pound for long-term treatment. When first seen by the 
Western observer he was miserably thin, terrified, and 
haggard. His malady began, he said, with sleeplessness 
and nightmares, during which his Susuma was drawn 
unwillingly away to join a band of witches. He developed 
daily periods of blindness and became unable to hear 
anything except the urging voices of the witches. He also 
had abdominal pains, and his belly was scarred where 
he had made cuts to let out the evil. In despair he had 
travelled to a coastal town to consult a European-trained 
doctor, who had found nothing wrong. After a few weeks 
stay in the native practitioner's compound, with daily 
ritual and psychotherapy, he recovered his sight and nor
mal hearing, though he was still languid and spent, sit
ting about on the ground, afraid to go out of the practi
tioner's sight. But in his presence, he felt a sense of safety 
and the belief that he was to be rescued. He stayed about 
a year and the observer saw him many times. He gradu
ally grew fatter, lost his haunted look and gained the con
fidence to go out alone. At the end he was a different 
creature, with his normal loquacity and sense of fun. He 
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went home energetic and confident of his power to re
main well. 

This account was published in the British journal of 
Mental Science in 1955. Comparative psychiatry has since 
established that similar beliefs and practices are to be 
found not only all over Africa and among African popula
tions in the Caribbean and the Southern United States, 
but also in South and Central America, as well as among 
the shamanistic tribes of Asia. It is surely reasonable to 
assume that a practice so widely spread, prevailing among 
peoples of various races and religions who had little if 
any contact with each other, must also be a very ancient 
practice, corresponding and ministering to a very basic 
human need. 

W hat, given the myriad variants of the method, 
·are its essential elements? I will not fatigue you 
with further examples, but will attempt to 

derive the common denominators from the systems 
already mentioned: those of the witch doctor, of the ex
orcist, and of the psychoanalyst. 

In each instance, two individuals are involved with 
each other. One of them is designated the patient, and 
he is invariably anxious about something. He may think 
he knows what he is anxious about, or he may not. He 
may experience all of his anxiety as such, or he may be 
more aware of related symptoms, such as guilt, or depres
sion, or some physical complaint. But in any case he is 
suffering in a way that seems to him both incomprehen
sible and abnormal or even unnatural, and he badly needs 
to be relieved of this suffering. 

The other member of the therapeutic couple is a per
son of high status and respect in his society, believed and 
believing himself to be in possession of esoteric and 
powerful techniques for dealing with anxiety or its 
derivative symptoms. This person, the therapist, has often 
once been a patient himself and has thus experienced 
and learned his skill as it was once practiced on himself. 
By virtue of this experience he is not only armed to do 
combat with the demons besetting his patient, he is also 
himself armored against their onslaught. He sees himself, 
and is seen by the patient, as having authority, com
petence, and immunity. 

Normally, this is how a parent appears to a small 
child. And, indeed, so long as the parents can handle 
themselves in the world and are not overcome by anx
ieties of their own, their child finds with them all the com
fort, all the physical and psychological nurturance and 
healing it may need. Ideally, the child will carry this sense 
of security into adulthood, will inherit from the parents 
the conviction that fate can be faced, come what may. 
But in fact, fortune has so many slings and arrows in 
store for us that even the best prepared, even the strongest 
among us are likely, sooner or later, to find themselves 
in predicaments, under pressures and stresses, they do 
not know how to handle. Our parents, as we grow up, 
tend to lose the status of authority we once accorded 
them: we are no longer so sure that their wisdom is 
curative or even relevant to what ails us. Worse still, we 
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now hesitate to consult them, or to confide in our friends, 
not only because we question their competence, but also 
their interest: family and friends have their own stake 
in our lives, they are not impartial, not disinterested, and 
we suspect that their counsel may have more to do with 
their needs than with ours. And further, the more they 
are devoted to us, the more our own anxiety is likely to 
affect them, to infect them, so that, far from offering 
reassurance, they are likely to create a feed-back of anx
iety which beclouds what should be clarified, and far from 
leading to calm may escalate to panic. 

So there is a need for someone in whom one can safely 
confide, to whom one can confess one's fears, one's guilt, 
one's sorrow. Con-fide: from the Latin: con fide: "with 
trust:' Trust is of the essence; hence the importance that 
the therapist be a person of stature in his culture. For 
trust is culture-bound: a religious culture, such as that 
of France in the 16th century, trusts tl'i~·priest, trusts the 
exorcist, presents its very anxieties in religious terms. A 
magical society, a witchcraft society such as that of the 
Gold Coast, trusts the witch-doctor, and brings to him 
problems of bewitchment. A supposedly scientific soci
ety, such as ours- or at least such as ours tried to be dur
ing the first several decades of this century-trusts the 
scientist, the learned man, the doctor- comes to the 
psychiatrist, the academically trained, diploma'd 
psychotherapist. 

But is a man to be trusted just because he has a 
diploma? True, the M.D., the Ph.D., the M.S.W. or what
ever other imposing and dubious letter-combinations may 
follow a fellow's name, mean something, designate some 
sort of training and preparation, some degree of profes
sionalism. So does membership in assorted professional 
societies, so do books and papers published by the 
therapist, lectures given, reputations widely praised ... 
But still, asks the prospective patient: What do I really 
know about this particular therapist I have, on good ad
vice of friends and after much hesitation, just called, and 
who, diffident and hesitant at the other end of the line, 
finally agreed to give me an appointment two weeks 
hence? Can this fellow really understand what I will have 
to tell him? And understanding, can he tolerate it without 
getting upset, without judging and despising me? Will 
he attend to my needs, my utterly unique predicament, 
and not go by the textbook, or grind his own axe? Has 
he the warmth, the humanity, the wisdom I need him 
to have? Will he not let me down, betray me, as I have 
so often been let down and betrayed? 

Indeed: Confession is risky, and trust is a precious 
commodity that needs to be earned. Confidences emerge 
only gradually, as confidence grows. In this unique rela
tionship, where all the risks seem to be on one side, the 
patient tests and tests, and does well to test. Facts, perti
nent but innocuous, emerge first; pressing anxieties next 
and behind them, half-admitted, doubts, self-doubts, im
permissible feelings; and behind these: phantasies, seduc
tive, frightening, shameful, and behind such phantasies, 
who knows: how much which has never yet been admit
ted to awareness, sleeping monsters one should have let 
lie, monsters that should never be permitted to trouble 
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the sleep of reason ... All this takes time- hence the 
long, and frequent, and intimate association with 
therapist-witchdoctor-exorcist-guru. 

All this takes courage, for we all lie to ourselves, and 
are afraid to face the truth. We lie to ourselves about our 
own actions and motives, we lie about what we do to, 
and want from, others. We lie above all about our own 
fears. We clothe them in pretexts and excuses and false 
assurances and truly fear nothing more than to have to 
confront them. And yet that is just what the guru
exorcist-witchdoctor-therapist expects and demands, im
plying that we can trust him and that he'll see us through 
this journey across our own inferno. He has nerve! 

And for what? What good is to come of it? What 
reward for risking so much turmoil and pain? 

Gnoti seauton! said the oracle; Know thyselfl But why? 
What for? 

L et us return to Kofi, the farmer, who was afraid he 
would become a witch. Witches eat the Kla of their 
own tribesmen, their own family, thus causing il

lness and death. Witch doctors pry into kinship disputes 
and marital troubles: What did Kofi confess? Could it 
be that he hated and wished to kill a handsome youngster 
he suspected of carrying on with his, Kofi's wife? Or that 
he wished to kill his wife, for the same reason, his wife 
whom he loved more than himself? Did Kofi, the farmer, 
go blind so he would not see his wife's flirtations? Did 
he go deaf so as not to hear the gossip of the village? 

Or take another one: Kotzo, a village clerk, power
ful because he could rei'd and write. His relatives, he said, 
had long been trying to destroy him and had finally de
cided to make him a witch. They first took away, he said, 
the use of his right hand, so he became a failure as a 
clerk. His hand, we are told, trembled severely whenever 
he talked about it, until, after months with the witch doc
tor, he was cured. Did Kotzo, the scribe, admit to himself 
in the end how much he resented his own relatives, and 
his wife's relatives, all of whom mooched on him, the pro
vider? How sick he was of working for them? How sick 
of their envy, of their ingratitude, of their accusations 
against him of arrogance and superiority? Could he go 
back to work because he now could admit his- tribally 
inadmissible-anger against his kin, and could tell them 
to see to their own living? 

But perhaps you can follow me better if I tell you 
about a former patient of mine, a no-longer-all-that-young 
lawyer. He had graduated from his law school near the 
top of his class, some ten years before he came to see 
me. He explained that he was deeply depressed and 
discouraged because he had failed in five state bar ex
aminations and therefore, all these years, had had to work 
as a paralegal assistant of other lawyers, some of whom 
had graduated long after him. He was filled with shame, 
and dreaded the prospect of having to attempt the bar 
exam, in the near future, for the sixth time. He waster
rified that he might fail again. 

We worked at understanding his problem, and it soon 
became clear that he was not afraid of failure, but of suc
cess. This was the story: His father, now dead, had been 
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a judge and, at home, a vicious despot. The son had lived 
in dread of him, and the father had despised the son. 
Once, in a fit of anger, the father had screamed at him: 
"You will never, but never, amount to anything, much 
less be a lawyer." Two days before my patient's first at
tempt at the bar exam the father had suddenly died. "I 
know this sounds absurd;' the lawyer said to me, "but 
I felt that my father had died so that I would be too upset 
to face the exam. Now that he was dead, he seemed to 
hover about me like an angel with a flaming sword, 
threatening me and proclaiming: 'thou shalt not enter 
here: The law was to be, for ever and ever, his domain, 
and I was to stay out. I sat for the exam anyway, but 
I could not think, and of course I flunked:' With this in
sight, and confident that by identifying the villain we had 
banished him, he took the exam for the sixth time-and 
failed again. 

Obviously, we had not completed our job. So we 
searched further, and this is what we found: His parents 
had had a bad marriage. His mother, deprived and lonely, 
had seduced him into a near-incestuous intimacy, induc
ing him to side in all things with her and against her 
husband. This was the cause of his father's contempt for 
him as a "mama's boy" who would never be a man. And 
he, fully aware of his connivance with his mother, felt 
profound guilt at having betrayed his father. 

This recognition changed the whole picture. Father, 
it now became clear, had had cause to despise him. It 
was his father who was the aggrieved party, and he himself 
the offender. He took a new and searching look, and with 
a, to him, surprising and new infusion of compassion 
he came to view his father no longer as an ogre, but as 
a weak and impulse-driven man, deeply unhappy, a man 
who had reacted to the failure of his marriage by con
ducting several scandalous affairs, thus progressively ag
gravating his estrangement from his wife. We now came 
across a few fragmentary memories suggesting that his 
father had actually attempted to win the son's love but, 
presumably feeling he did not deserve it, had eventually 
given up on him. And so my patient came to understand 
that while he need not hate his father, he also owed him 
no obedience. He now saw himself as the victim of paren
tal discord, and he accepted and forgave himself for the 
degree to which he had cooperated in it. His guilt, he 
felt, had been adequately atoned for by his six failures 
at the bar. He presented himself a seventh time, and 
passed easily. 

A t this point my interlocutor re-emerges, a puz
zled frown on his face. 
"I am quite confused now:' says he. "You present 

the story of an American lawyer, treated by you; and of 
an African farmer and an African clerk, treated by a 
witch doctor; and of a 16th century nun, treated by an 
exorcist; and you seem to say they are all the same? In 
that case, does it not follow that your training is irrele
vant, and that your lawyer could have gone for help, and 
could have been helped as much, by the witch doctor?" 

"This does not follow:' say I; "for the witch doctor is 
not an authority in the eyes of the lawyer, who would 
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consider the magical rituals foolish and incomprehensi
ble and who would be turned off and turned away by 
all he saw." 

''And would not Kofi the farmer:' says he, "be disap
pointed by your lack of ritual and feel that you cannot 
help him?" 

"This is so!' 
"And it follows that, just as the witch doctor could 

not treat the lawyer, you could not treat Kofi?" 
"Indeed, that is likely." 
''And the same would be true for the truly religious?" 
"To this day:' say I, "the truly religious, if not actu-

ally mentally ill-meaning: psychotic-but troubled in 
mind and spirit, by and large prefer to go to their priest, 
or minister, or rabbi, and there seek and find help; and 
they would benefit little, if at all, from coming to see me, 
even if they were willing to do so." 

''And so it would follow:' says he, "that you had rather 
they did not come to you, and that you have a certain 
professional hostility toward religion, because it renders 
people unfit to be your patients?" 

"Not at all;' say I. "First of all, I am willing to 
recognize and to approve of any therapeutic method that 
works, and religion has certainly worked as a therapy 
for a long time, and still works for very many people; 
secondly, I am quite willing to treat a religious patient 
within the context and in the terminology of his faith, 
provided he grants me the right to do so. But there is 
another indispensable condition that must be met!' 

''And what is that?" 
"He must not have a religious expectation ofme, he 

must not expect me to perform a miracle cure. Just as 
I cannot cure by magic, so I cannot cure by the laying 
on of hands, or by bestowing an amulet, or a blessing. 
In other words, the patient must not expect to be able 
to sit or lie passively while I do something to fix things, 
but he must be prepared, with some counsel from me, 
to take remedial and innovative action in the face of his 
anxiety. There is a saying that God helps those who help 
themselves, and that, if you forgive the comparison, is 
even more true of the therapist, for he can only help those 
who are willing to help themselves:' 

"And does it then follow that, if your patients are to 
see the remedy of their ills in actions they themselves must 
undertake, that they must in the first place consider their 
ills as due to past actions of their own, that they must 
to some extent at least feel responsible for their own 
predicament?" 

"Quite true. And so, if, for example, a person blames 
all his ills on society, and expects society to bail him out, 
then I cannot help him; and this would be true, for in
stance, for individuals who have been taken care of all 
their lives, whether by welfare agencies or by a rich family, 
who have never exercised their own will or their own skills 
but expect whatever they need to be given to them:' 

''Are you saying that you cannot treat either the very 
poor or the very rich?" 

"I am saying that I can only treat those willing to ex
ert themselves; and for the very poor and the very rich, 
therapy would have to have, as a first and often most dif-
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ficult phase, a period during which these patients must 
learn that money- the absence or the unlimited supply 
of it- is not the problem and not the cure of the prob
lem, but that they must discover and use their own per
sonal resources?' 

"You make therapy sound quite laborious:' 
"It is that." 
''And so, for you, the best patient would be a vigorous, 

hence physically healthy and probably youngish person 
of above average intellect and personal endowment, who 
takes full responsibility for his life, who wants to under
stand where and what he has done wrong and who is 
willing and courageous enough to effect changes, no mat
ter how difficult this may be. In other words: the person 
most deserving of your help is the one least likely to need 
it?" 

''I must admit this;' say I. "But even such a superior 
individual may and often does encounter problematic 
life situations which he does not know how to handle, 
or in which he finds himself feeling and acting in ways 
he does not understand and which' defeat him, and for 
such a predicament he is likely to seek therapy. And so 
I further admit, unblushingly, that my patients are by 
and large quite superior individuals?' 

"I am surprised;' says he, "to hear you engaging in 
such snobbish value statements." 

"And I am surprised;' say I, "that you should assume 
a therapist has no values, or ought not to have a value 
system of his own." 

"But then you are like a priest, and have your own 
faith, and your own ideas of what would constitute salva
tion for your patients, and no doubt you expect your pa
tients to accept your notions and to seek their salvation 
according to your creed?' 

''You have hit upon a very troubling issue;' say I. "I 
must admit that I do have a creed, and that I have a for
mulation for salvation. I have it straight from the mouth 
of my own patron saint, Sigmund Freud, who, when 
asked about the goals of therapy, said: "To enable a per
son to love and to work:' This nut -shell formulation is 
surprisingly comprehensive and apt, for I find that it 
covers, in a general way, almost all the complaints and 
difficulties which bring patients into treatment. But when 
it comes to specifics, ethical and moral issues of great 
complexity may arise, and there I have to try my best 
to see and understand a given situation in terms of the 
patient's own standards, and not to impose mine on hiin. 
This is not always easy or successful, but I am aided by 
another basic principle enunciated by Freud when he 
said, using his own technical terms, "where id was, ego 
shall be''-which I interpret to mean, in a slightly expand
ed sense, that it is the task of the therapist to help the 
patient toward a maximum of self-determination, of 
choice, hence of freedom. This, in fact, is the only func
tion of insight: behavior can be modified without insight, 
and often is; but in that case one driven, or fear
conditioned, or other-directed behavior pattern is merely 
replaced by another which may be equally driven, or fear
conditioned, or other-directed; whereas insight, an 
understanding of why one felt and acted as one did, 
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brings the possibility of chosing and controlling in what 
manner one may act differently in the future, and such 
increased self-control is the essence of whatever freedom 
we are capable of." 

"In other words;' says he, "a well analyzed patient can 
go out and feel free to do just as he pleases:' 

"You are now baiting me;' say I, "but I shall use my 
own freedom and choose to interpret your remark not 
as hostile, but as conveying your concern that I might 
confuse freedom and license. Rest assured that I do not. 
Licentious behavior, as I understand it, satisfies, and is 
often the slave of, such appetites as greed, sex, or power, 
in a manner that does not care for the harm that could 
be caused. i doubt that anyone who can love would be 
without care. The freedom I have in mind is the freedom 
to choose one's responsibilities and to assume them:' 

"I wonder;' he says, "how many of your patients come 
to you saying they want the freedom to assume 
responsibilities:' 

"Now you are making fun of me, and I am of a mind 
to send you away again. Of course this is not what they 
say they want, or what they complain of. They have their 
own therapeutic goals- most often the relief of some emo
tional distress, or the achievement of some limited ob
jective. And just as I must guard against imposing my 
values on them, so I must be careful to accept their own 
objectives- unless, of course, they are, to my understand
ing, self-destructive. No, for the patient, the good to be 
achieved in therapy usually has a very specific shape
such as the passing of the bar exam- but to me as 
therapist it always seems to be a step in the general direc
tion of increased freedom to love and work." 

"I am sorry if I offended you", says he, "I didn't mean 
to do that. What I really had in mind is the approaching 
end of your talk, and the fact that you are also supposed 
to dicuss the harm analysis can do. And it seemed to me 
that, if therapy had the power to free individuals to do 
evil, this would constitute harm." 

"Indeed it would;' say I. ''And the matter is of more 
than academic importance, for there have lately sprung 
up certain faddish therapies which encourage their pa
tients to do just that, to 'put #1 first; to be unhesitatingly 
selfish in the most narrow and unenlightened way; and 
to the extent to which these therapies manage to remove 
old and admittedly blind constraints without replacing 
them with new and enlightened ones, much harm is 
caused, both to the patients and to those around them. 
This kind of supposed liberation lays claim to being a 
revolution, or even a rebellion, against established stan
dards; however, the truth is it merely constitutes a delin
quent evasion of responsibilities." 

" A nd may I ask;' says he, "before you make me 
vanish again, whether that is the only harm that 
could come from therapy? Or are there other 

dangers?" 
"Indeed there are, and they may be illustrated by the 

case of the nun,] eanne Fery. You saw how she disavowed 
her parents, and took for father or grandfather first the 
devil, then the exorcist, and then the Archbishop. She 

WINTER 1984 



transferred, you might say, her feelings about the evil, 
non-attentive and non-giving father to another figure, 
one who was also evil but who was attentive and giving: 
the devil; and later she switched again, and transferred 
her feelings to the archbishop, a man who was, to her 
mind, as a father should be, ali-good, and whom she forced 
to be very attentive to her for the rest of her life. This 
'transference; if I may now use the technical term, though 
it is in some measure essential to the cure, also has the 
potential for harm- if it is misused by the patient or by 
the therapist?' 

"And how did she misuse it?" 
"I should think that is obvious. First she used her ill

ness itself, painful as it may have been for her, to get some 
attention and care she would not otherwise have received. 
Thus she became, for instance, the only nun to have 
an archbishop for confessor. But in addition she then used 
him-meaning his authority-for her own advantage in 
dealing with others. Today, it is not uncommon to hear 
people say something like: 'I am supposed to get angry 
with you, my doctor says so; or: 'My shrink tells me I 
don't have to do the dishes' or similar more or less serious 
claims in which the therapist is, without his knowledge 
or consent, used as ultimate authority concerning issues 
he knows nothing about. Such gains begotten by ills are 
of course ill-begotten gains and totally improper:' 

"Is that all?" 
"No, there is worse. Both Jeanne's affection for the 

archbishop- she, after all, never had such a good 
'father'-and the advantages she derived therefrom in
duced her to demand that she remain his 'patient' for 
ever. Such a demand, today, is not likely to be voiced 
quite so blatantly, but it may be acted on without ever 
being verbalized. And it is not only the affection for the 
therapist or some improper advantages extracted from 
therapy which may induce a patient to want to continue 
indefinitely; it is perhaps above all the refusal to get well, 
because getting well means facing anxieties which the 
patient would rather avoid, and therefore, getting well 
takes courage. Think, for instance, of a person with a 
highway and bridge phobia. No matter how helpful it 
may be to understand the causes of such a fear, and to 
learn that fear itself is not harmful- it still takes great 
courage to test such understanding and to drive out onto 
a seemingly exitless freeway or a seemingly endless 
bridge. The fear of the fear-the fear that one may panic 
after all- is still there and must be faced. The wish to 
postpone the moment of truth is quite understandable, 
but any therapist who, today, would be as indulgent as 
the archbishop, would be harming the patient by per
mitting the ill to continue indefinitely. Therapy rarely 
needs to be a rush-job, but it must be clear from the . 
beginning and all along, that it will not go on for ever:' 

"You speak of the affection of the patient for the 
therapist;' says he. "Is that not a euphemism? Is it not 
well known that patients fall in love with their therapists?" 

"Like most things well known;' say I, "this one con
tains a grain of truth and a whole bucket full of exag
geration. By no means do all patients fall in love with 
their therapists. Most patients come to like the therapist, 
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because he or she is helpful and relatively non
judgmental, and possessed of an experience of life that 
comes from having observed so many lives. But even this 
liking is not essential, and therapy can be successful 
without it. On the other hand, some patients do fall in 
love, and in such cases the therapist must be quite firm
kind but quite firm-in pointing out that such feelings 
have nothing to do with him as a specific individual, but 
that they are due to the transference and would have oc
curred in just about the same way had the patient seen 
someone else. This is not always easy to do. When a 
beautiful and seductive woman declares her love to a
perhaps lonely and unhappy- therapist, he may have a 
good deal of difficulty within himself, trying to keep in 
mind for his own use the explanation he gives the patient." 

"Are you then saying that therapy also entails some 
dangers, and possible harm, for the therapist?" 

"Indeed, this is so. In the situation just discussed, the 
therapist must examine himself, and scrutinize his past 
behavior with the patient, to detect in what way he may 
have subtly encouraged his patient to fall in love, or to 
what extent such a development coincides with his own 
secret phantasies. And if that is the case, then he must 
admit that he is no longer serving the patient, but abus
ing the patient to his own ends, to achieve his own 
satisfactions. That surely is a betrayal of trust and one 
of the worst things a therapist can do. He must find ways 
of putting a stop to it as quickly as possible." 

<1\nd if;' says he, "the love of patient and therapist 
for each other is to be seen as unreal, as a transference
mirage, so to speak, does this not also hold for at
tachments oflesser intensity, and must they not equally 
be terminated?" 

<'The answer to this is yes and no. Even lesser degrees 
of attachment, such as for instance an affection spring
ing from a long and intimate collaboration (from a feel
ing of mutual understanding and compatability), may 
induce a patient to hold on to the therapist, or a therapist 
to try and hold on to his patient. If this happens, it is 
clearly detrimental. Do not forget that the therapist gets 
paid, and his pay should be his only personal gain. That 
of course is never quite true, for he also gains in ex
perience, and from the pleasure of success with his pa
tient, and from the opportunity to associate with the often 
highly interesting and accomplished persons who become 
his patients. But once the main purpose of therapy ses
sions lies in the enjoyment of pleasant company, therapy 
has ceased and the integrity of the relationship is com
promised. Once this is recognized, therapist and patient 
should agree that the time has come to terminate:' 

'~nd that is the end of it?" 
"No, that is still not the end of it. There are two 

phenomena which tend to occur and which continue the 
bond. The first lies in this, that the patient commonly 
takes the therapist with him, as it were. That is to say, 
the patient, now no longer in real and regular contact 
with the therapist, tackles problems which may arise by 
discussing them with the therapist- in his own head. 
After all, when you have associated with a person for 
months or even years, you know pretty well what he will 
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say about a given matter, or in response to a certain ques
tion. Such inner conversations with the therapist may be 
quite helpful and may actually advance the therapy 
beyond the point it had reached at the time of formal 
termination. The other phenomenon is the persistence 
of a special intimacy between the now ex-therapist and 
the ex-patient so that, if the need should arise, they can 
always resume their work together, and pick up just where 
they left off, quite as old friends, who, meeting after a 
long separation, may feel as close as if they had seen each 
other just the day before. Such lifelong, potential 
availability of the therapist is a great comfort to the pa
tient, and may be sufficiently reassuring to make actual 
resumption of therapy unnecessary." 

"If I understand you right;' says he, "it still is true 
no matter how benignly you put it, that the patient re
mains tied to the therapist- in reality or in his head
quite as a lifelong student to his teacher, or even as a 
vassal to his master. And you call that a higher degree 
of freedom?" 

"Let me answer this by recalling something I have 
read about the training of a Zen monk. In Zen, there 
is the same close and lengthy association between a 
student-patient and a- master which we have found in 
other therapies. It may in fact go on longer than most 
others-a matter of five to ten years. Now what happens 
at the end? At the end, when the student has reached 
satori, or enlightenment, he may slap his master's face, 
and walk away for good. And the master? He laughs, 
and is happy. He knows that, by means of this slap, the 
student has symbolized his freedom from the authority 
of and attachment to the master. But does that mean that 
the student, now a master himself, will forget his men
tor? That he will not still be influenced by what he has 
learned from him? Compare this to a formulation a 
young patient of mine came up with recently: "It all 
depends;' he said, "on whds in charge?' This seemed to 
him a great insight -and it was. All his life, up to this 
time, he had been embroiled in a paradoxical enterprise, 
namely, to win the approval of, but also constantly to 
oppose, all those who were important to him: his parents, 
his wife, and lately myself. In the process he neglected 
his own goals and, as might be expected, all his efforts 
turned out to be self-defeating. But now, he felt, it was 
finally he who was in charge, in the sense that he was 
no longer compelled, slavishly, to obey or to oppose what 
others expected of him; he could weigh matters in his 
own mind, and affirm or deny as he saw fit. He con
veyed to me a great truth he had discovered: "If I ever;' 
he said, "if I ever gave up all inner resistance, if I ever 
told you without any hesitation all that is on my mind, 
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then I would not deserve to be here, there would be no 
point in coming to therapy: for it would mean that I have 
no self." 

He was, at this point, discussing his termination of 
therapy. He was ready to terminate because he had 
discovered, and affirmed, the validity and independence 
of his own self, a self he had never fully revealed, much 
less surrendered, in therapy, a self which was now ready, 
in light of all his experiences in life and in therapy, to 
make its own decisions. Without having to obey or re
ject me or any other authority-figures that preceded me, 
he was now ready to be his own authority, to be in charge. 
Surely, that is the opposite of bondage, quite properly 
one of the definitions of freedom, and a fitting goal of 
therapy?' 

"We seem to have reached;' says my interlocutor, "a 
comforting and cheerful conclusion, and therefore the 
proper moment for me -and you- to vanish from this 
stage. I shall do so immediately. You perhaps should, as 
is customary, end with some sort of summation?' 

F ar be it from me to disregard the advice of my 
daimon ; so I shall summarize as follows: Psycho
therapy is a journey which two individuals agree 

to take together. One of them, the patient, is, for whatever 
reason, anxious and feels lost. The other, the therapist, 
is, due to his training and experience, much less anx
ious, and confident that he may find, together with and 
for his patient, a way out of perplexity, out of fear and 
constriction into a realm of greater. freedom and a fuller 
life. The patient begins this journey with a cerfain 
measure of trust in the therapist, a trust based on the 
therapist's formal qualifications and on his reputation
just as a tourist looks with a degree of preliminary trust 
at an official tour guide. This trust has a "let's wait and 
see" quality, and must undergo considerable testing before 
it gradually turns into the confidence that permits a gen
uine "confession;' an open avowal and discussion of 
hitherto hidden feelings and thoughts. This process may 
or may not produce a greater understanding of one's past 
and present actions, but in any case has little curative 
effect unless it leads to a change in actual behavior. Such 
an attempt at changing the accustomed modus operandi 
is always frightening, and requires great courage. The 
benefit to be attained is a higher degree of freedom ac
companied by a higher degree of responsibility. The harm 
that may come of it.derives not from the process proper, 
but only from its abuse. Given sufficient awareness of 
such potential danger, the trip of psychotherapy is one 
of the most exciting, rewarding, and safe journeys one 
can possibly undertake. 
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Cordelia 

There is no cause for her to utter Nothing. 
The court is scarce attending: only we 
Were given notice that with sudden truth 
She'd dare to disconcert the elderly. 

Love hasn't yet acquired several senses: 
As what is played for, when we do not play 
For money; as the scoreless egg at tennis; 
As diagnosis when sopranos die. 

Her sisters know, can trace the naughty circle, 
Can crack the crown, can set the wheels awhirl
The double rounds of Fortune and of Fire, 
The planetary orbs of Fiend and Fool. 

The moonish O's in Fool are central cyphers, 
But Nature must annihilate extremes. 
Invoked, she'll teach her son to nullify, 
And help the hangman carry out her crimes. 

He'll act it awkardly, for Nature's artless 
When counting down the virgin sacrifice
Unlike the daughter, who, unleashing monsters, 
Enunciates with suicidal grace. 

ELLIOTT ZUCKERMAN 

Poems by Elliott Zuckennan, a tutor at St. J olm's College, Annapolis, appeared 
in the Winter/Spring 1983 Review. 
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Aristotle's Account of the 
Intelligibility of Being 

James Carey 

A 
ristotle thinks human knowledge is possible 
only insofar '!S things show us what they are. 
The self-presentational character of Being, 
its intrinsic intelligibility, is a theme Aris
totle develops with a wide ranging investiga

tion that runs through the better part of his corpus, 
especially the logical writings, the Metaphysics, aod a group 
of treatises on the soul and its functions. His argument 
for the intelligibility of Being is complex and involves 
many difficulties, but it can be made clear, at least in 
outline, even if some of its finer shadings remain obscure. 

By way of introduction to Aristotle's account, we 
should consider briefly the problem of knowledge and 
its object as he inherited it from his teacher. In the seventh 
book of the Republic, Plato has Socrates speak at length 
about the mathematical studies that have come to con
stitute tbe quadrivium of the liberal arts. Although they 
are indeed learnable (as their very name- Ia mathe
matica-suggests), their objects do not occupy the top
most segment of the divided line, nor is the manner of 
apprehending these objects the paradigm of knowing 
(noesis)'. Socrates says to Glaucon: 

Now with regard to ... [the arts] which we say reach some~ 
thing of what is, [namely] geometry and those following in train 
with it, we see that they dream of what is, but that it is im
possible for them to have a wakeful view of what is, as long 
as they leave unchanged the hypotheses they use and are not 
able to give an account of them. For if the starting point [or 
principle-arch!!] is unknown and the middle and conclusion are 
woven out of what is unknown, what contraption is ever go
ing to change such [merely] consistent agreement [homologia] 
into knowledge. 2 

An expanded version of a lecture given at St. John's College, August 3, 1979. 
Mr. Carey is a tutor at St. John's College, Annapolis. 
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To the extent that an argument is based on assumed 
and unquestioned hypotheses, any conclusion reached 
will be tainted by the assumptive character of the start
ing point. To be sure, this does not rule out the possibility 
that consistency might reigu within the course of the ar
gument. Assuming that we can state all the axioms and 
rules of inference that govern the argument, we can say 
that we know the premises imply the conclusions. Such 
knowledge is not to be despised, aod this quite aside from 
the fact that the Purest exemplars of these procedures, i.e., 
the mathematical disciplines, by infusing habits of preci
sion and rigor can serve as preliminary training for 
philosophy. Still, to arrive at insight into Being, into what 
is fundamentally real, aod for Plato this is the eidi! in their 
community with one another, the very direction, and con
sequendy the general style, of our thinking must undergo 
a reversal. Socrates says that "by the power of dialectic, 
discourse (logos) can reach up to the unhypothesized, the 
arche of all that is:'3 Logos makes this move by regarding 
hypotheses not as principles of deduction but as some
thing from which it can spring upward toward the arche. 
Once this arche is reached, logos is able to proceed through 
the domain of the intelligible "using eidi! themselves, mov
ing through eide to eide, and ending in eidi!:'• For this to 
happen the hypotheses as such must be "destroyed:'' 

Aristotle agrees with Plato that knowledge in the em
phatic sense (noesis) cannot be realized by simply deduc
ing what follows from assumptions. But Aristotle offers 
a different solution to the problem of how one achieves 
a knowledge that is not merely "hypothetical;' and this 
difference in solution mirrors a difference in the evalua
tion of the "power of dialectic." Near the beginning of 
Aristotle's treatise on dialectic, the Topics, we are told what 
we can gain from a study of this art. 6 In the first place, 
it is useful for training (gymnasia). 7 It enables us to have 
more success in attacking a proposed subject for debate. 
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In the second place, it is useful in general conversation, 
for, having enumerated the opinions of the many, we are 
then able to converse with them on the grounds of what 
they believe and to detect any misuse they might make 
of the common opinions that guide their thinking. Finally, 
and most importantly, we can employ dialectic in the 
"philosophical sciences" to exhibit problems (aporiai) on 
both sides of a question, better enabling us to discern 
what is true and what is false. In reading through the 
Aristotelian corpus, we cannot help but be impressed by 
the near ruthlessness with which Aristotle raises aporia 
upon aporia not only against the positions he opposes to 
his own but also against the very positions he intends 
ultimately to advance as true. On the whole, he repre
sents the positions of other thinkers with exemplary 
fairness and often seems to have elevated distributive 
justice to the rank of an intellectual virtue. The relentless 
scrutinizing, the returning again and again to the begin
ning of a question, distinguishes Aristotle's attempt to 
make Being come to life in logos as much as it does Platds. 

On the basis of his acute sensitivity to the aporetic 
in learning, it might be tempting to maintain that, for 
Aristotle, dialectic and philosophy are somehow one, as 
they at least appear to be for Plato. But this would be 
an overstatement. In the Metaphysics, Aristotle contrasts 
the philosopher with the dialectician and the sophist. The 
dialectician differs specifically from the philosopher in 
"the manner of his power . . . dialectic is tentative 
(peirastike) concerning those things of which philosophy 
is knowledgeable:'• This is emphasized in the Topics: 
dialectic takes its point of departure not from what is 
known to be true but only from commonly held beliefs, 
out of which it develops distinctively dialectical syllogisms 
as opposed to scientific demonstrations. 9 Its attempt to 
demonstrate first principles remains only that, an attempt 
(peira).' 0 In the last chapter of the Posterior Analytics, the 
only passage of any length in Aristotle's works that is 
focused exclusively on how we come to know the first 
principles of things, neither the term "dialectic" nor any 
of its derivatives appears. 

W hat makes it possible for us to know these.fi"rst 
principles can best be answered by initially 
considering what Aristotle means by this ex

pression, "prOtai archai." He tells us that demonstrative 
knowledge in the strict sense can emerge only when 
dependent on principles which are first, true, immediate, 
better known than, prior to, and causitive of the conclu
sions reached. 11 Without these conditions we can have 
a syllogism, i.e., there may be a consistent interrelation 
of reasons (syl-logismos), but not a demonstration, i.e., 
there will be no showing-from (apo-deixis), because there 
will be nothing reliable from which such a showing could 
be executed. The principles must be true because 
knowledge can only be of the truth, 12 and they must be 
first because, although what follows from them depends 
on them, they cannot depend on anything else. All of 
this is implied in the very sense of the word '&rche"-a 
source or origin which does not simply initiate but 
governs what follows from it. In the Prior Analytics it is 
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said that some things are by nature known through them
selves (as we might say, they are "self-evident") whereas 
others are only known through other things. 13 Aristotle 
calls the first principles immediate. What he means by 
"immediacy" can be seen by attending briefly to a special 
feature of his syllogistic theory. One type of syllogism 
shows that A belongs to C because A belongs to B and 
B belongs to C. We call B the middle or mediate term 
because it is through B that we prove A belongs to C. 
Hence we say that'~ belongs to C" is a mediate proposi
tion. But if there were no mediate term "between" A and 
C we would say that the proposition ''A belongs to C" 
is an immediate proposition. Since syllogisms make use 
of mediate terms to reach their conclusions, an immediate 
proposition cannot be the conclusion of a demonstrative 
syllogism. The immediacy of first principles, then, means 
that they are necessarily indemonstrable and, conse
quently, known only by virtue of their self-evidence. 

That the principles on which a demonstration 
depends must be (at least at the outset) better known than 
the conclusions is cardinal to Aristotle's conception of 
the nature of demonstrative science. It is true that he 
sometimes speaks of "assuming" or even "believing'' the 
first principles, but this occurs in special contexts, such 
as when he is simply delineating the formal interrelation
ship of terms within a syllogism. In a number of places, 
however, he insists that the archai must be knowable14 

A first principle is not, for Aristotle, something which 
is merely probable; much less is it something arbitrarily 
assumed for the sake of seeing what follows. 

This unique status of the ultimate premises of reason
ing requires that they be known in a peculiar and appro
priately radical manner. Aristotle shows that no form of 
circular reasoning can secure knowledge of them. 15 A 
so-called circular demonstration would be a process both 
prior to the principle as conclusion-and posterior to it 
as starting point. And Aristotle takes it as obvious that 
the same thing cannot be prior and posterior to the same 
thing except in different senses. He also shows that the 
form of a circular proof in its most general structure would 
be the following, where "X" stands for the first principle 
and ''Y" stands for the propositions that can be deduced 
from it: Y follows from X, and X in turn follows from 
Y. But this is only a special case or, as modern logicians 

· would say, a "substitution instance" of the transforma
tion rule of hypothetical syllogism: "if Z follows from Y, 
and Y follows from X, then Z follows from X:' All that 
has been shown is that the initial proposition implies the 
conclusion. In the substitution instance all we can infer 
from '~ follows from x;' and "X follows from Y" is that 
"X follows from X." We have established, at most, that 
our first principle, X, implies itself. We have not shown 
that X is true, but only that if X is true then X is true. Aristotle 
observes that "it is easy to prove anything this way.'16 Every 
proposition, whether tautological, contingent, or absurd, 
implies itself, but the fact of this self implication 
establishes nothing as to the truth of the proposition in 
question taken by itself. Aristotle does show, as a logical 
curiosity, an extreme case where, given six premises with 
three terms all reciprocally predicated of one another, 
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we really have a circular proof. But this authentic sam
ple of a circular proof is still based on assumptions that 
are not necessarily known or, for that matter, knowable. 17 

What Aristotle has shown in the opening chapters 
of the Posterior Analytics is that the first principles of de
monstrative science cannot themselves be demonstrated. 
The foundations of reasoning cannot be reached by rea
soning itself. As Aristotle says, to demand a demonstra
tion of everything is the sign of a bad education. 18 But 
this leads to scepticism only if one fails to realize that 
he has at his disposal a means of knowing which is more 
precise (akribesteron) and truer (alethesteron) than episteme 
itself. 19 The first principles which this mode of knowledge 
has as its object are divided into two categories, the ar
chai that all the sciences share, namely axioms, and the 
special archai employed by the particular sciences. These 
principles are, in Aristotle's understanding, expressions 
of the underlying order of what is. They are not simply 
impositions of "mind" on data presented to, the subject 
from an "exterior" world. Aristotle realizes that the prob
lem of knowledge is best tackled by trying to determine 
what accounts for the intelligibility of Being. It seems 
that here Aristotle is in agreement with Plato. The one 
dialogue devoted almost exclusively to the question, "what 
is knowledge?''- the Theaetetus- tells us explicitly only 
what knowledge is not. Being, as the community of eide, 
hardly becomes a topic of thoroughgoing inquiry. Plato 
seems to indicate that an answer to the question "what 
is knowledge?" requires investigation into what it means 
to be a knowable object. 

In the Metaphysics Aristotle raises this question: does 
it belong to the science Which studies Being to consider 
the principles of demonstration?20 This question is 
answered in the course of the treatise. Since knowledge 
is of what is, the problem of intelligibility is one with 
the problem of Being. To understand what knowledge 
is we have to ask the question, "What is Being?" 

F rom the start, it must be kept in mind that, ac
cording to Aristotle, Being is not a genus, a 
"highest class" which somehow embraces members. 

If Being were a genus it would have to be divisible into 
subgenera which would be distinct from one another by 
virtue of having unique "specific differences." For instance, 
the definition of vertebrate is composed of the genus, 
animal, plus the specific difference, having-a-spinal
column. A vertebrate is a kind of animal, but the specific 
difference, having-a-spinal-column, is not a kind of 
animal. The specific difference was brought in from "out
side" the genus and was thus able to limit the genus to 
give us the definition of vertebrate. In brief, the specific 
difference is never a member of the genus that it limits, 
although, of course, the sub-genus is. We should now 
be able to see why Being cannot be a genus. If it were 
divided into subgenera, the specific differences would 
have to be brought in from "outside" the genus as it hap
pens in every division. But in this case the genus is sup
posed to be Being itself. This means that the specific dif
ferences would have to be brought in from "outside" Be
ing. But there is no region "outside" Being from which 
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specific differences could be retrieved to effect the divi
sion of this genus into sub-genera. If Being is a genus, 
it is a genus unlike any other. 21 We shall shortly see 
another, deeper reason why Being cannot be a genus in 
any sense at all. 

Aristotle tells us that Being or that which is (to on) 
can be meant or expressed in many ways. 22 We can speak 
of accidental being, of what just happens to be. For ex
ample, some child happens to be swimming. Aristotle 
maintains that there can be no science of this sort of thing, 
because such ways of being are not essential to what the 
child fundamentally is, a human being. One does not 
have to be swimming in order to be a human being. It 
is obvious that there are art indeterminate number of such 
accidental ways of being. Being can also be expressed 
in terms of actuality (entelecheia) and potentiality (dynamis). 
This child is potentially an adult-he is now in an in
complete way what he will later on be fully. But he is 
not now just a potential being; he is now actually a child 
but potentially an adult at the same time. Furthermore, 
Being can be expressed according to the various categories 
or modes of predication which answer such questions as: 
what is it? of what sort is it? how much or many is it? 
to what is it related? when is it? where is it? The child 
is a human being, is blond, is three feet tall, is the son 
0f a musician, is today at the beach, and tomorrow will 
be at home. All of these ways of being are pertinent to 
the child. But they are not all on the same footing. What 
the child is is a different order of being than, say, the 
size of the child. Still the size of the child, in some way, 
is; the size of the child is not nothing. 

To appreciate all of these distinctions for Aristotle's 
understanding of Being, it is necessary to say soinething 
about the ways in which different things can share the 
same name. 23 Man and ox share the name "animal:' 
Aristotle says that they are spoken of synonymously: neither 
is more or less an animal than the other. A large box 
and the bole of a tree share the name "trunk;' but are 
spoken of homonymously: it is accidental that they are both 
called "trunk!' Finally some things are spoken of 
paronymously, such as a medical book, a medical prescrip
tion, a medical degree, and a medical instrument. It is 
not by accident that these are called "medical;' nor are 
they all called "medical" in the same way. They are called 
"medical" because they bear a relationship to one thing 
(pros hen) which is called medical in the preeminent sense, 
namely, the medical art possessed by the physician. 24 Be
ing, that which is, is also spoken of paronymously. All 
things that in any sense are, quantities, qualities, rela
tionships, places, times, etc., are always said to be with 
reference to something which is, in a primary and domi
nant sense of "is;' what Aristotle calls '&usia." This term 
has been variously translated: substance, essence, En
tity, reality, being, real being, and beingness. None of 
these is wholly adequate. r'Ousia" is derived from the 
feminine present participle of the Greek word for "to be'' 
and seems to have had in customary usage the sense of 
property, what is one's very own; and this sense of being 
what is one's very own is preserved in an enhanced form 
in Aristotle's employment of the term '&usia."We are go-
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ing to leave the word untranslated, in hopes that its mean
ing will become clearer in the course of our exposition. 

Aristotle equates the question of Being, of what is 
insofar as it is (on he on), with the question of ousia. 25 

Unless one can gain some understanding of what it means 
to be ousia, one can gain no insight into what it means 
to be at all. But there is a special difficulty. Just as Be
ing is spoken of paronymously, so also is ousia. In Book 
Zeta of the Metaphysics, Aristotle designates several ways 
one can speak of ousia. 26 Because ousia is the subject 
(hypokeimenon) of predication, the underlying material 
(hyle) which takes on different forms at different times 
can be called ousia. But material is not the privileged 
case of ousia. Material can be called (&usia" only because 
it is an enduring fundament of change. From a piece of 
marble a column can be formed and this column can 
later be transformed into a statue. The form of the col
umn disappears and in this disappearance of the form 
is the disappearance of the column as such. But 
throughout this, the underlying material, in this case the 
marble, endures. 

In another sense the sensible singular entity that is 
a composite being, formed material, can be called ousia
e.g. this horse I see standing in the meadow, this dap
pled gray thoroughbred, "this one right here" (tode ti), 
I say, indicating it to someone standing beside me. In 
the Categories, Aristotle says that such beings as these are 
primary ousiai.27 But in the Metaphysics, after introduc
ing the sensible singular composite as a candidate for 
the title of (&usia'' in the primary sense, he says that such 
things, those beings with which we are first familiar, "have 
little or nothing of Being."" They lack the necessary 
credentials. Ousia is primarily timeless Being, that which 
has no history. It is what is under every condition, what 
is simply changeless. It is that of which we cannot say 
"it was not" or ''it will not be." 

The argument of Books Zeta and Eta of the 
Metaphysics leads to the conclusion that, among beings 
composed of form (eidos) and material, that which most 
deserves to be called "ousia)J is form. 29 That the eidos is 
the fundamentally real, that which is primarily respon
sible for whatever Being and intelligibility are manifested 
in the things that lie before our eyes, is a conception ob
viously of Platonic provenance. But Aristotle criticizes 
the Platonic understanding of eidos, or, put more 
moderately, the understanding of eidos holding sway in 
the Academy. The eide cannot account for the Being of 
things when they are separate from them, when they are 
"yonder:' The eidos of a thing, of a tree, for example, must 
somehow be in it. But this preposition "in" is somewhat 
misleading. The eidos is not in the tree in the same way 
the fibers of wood are in the tree. Its way of being in the 
tree is analogous to the way a man's character can be 
said to be manifested in his actions. His character both 
governs his actions and reveals itself in them. The eidos 
of the tree is similarly in the tree; making the tree what 
it is and manifesting what it is. Because the eidos forms 
the fryle into a sensible composite being, a tree, and at 
the same time is that very being insofar as it is intelligi
ble, the eidos is both the form of this tree and the species, 
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tree. By translating the one word eidos sometimes as "form" 
and sometimes as "species" we must keep in mind that 
we are effecting a bifurcation of meaning that threatens 
to render opaque the relationship of Being and intelligi
bility that Aristotle, just as Plato before him, is striving 
to render transparent. 

Let us consider again, for a moment, the relation
ship between the genus and species of which it is, as we 
say, a member. The genus, animal, can be divided into 
proximate subgenera, one of which is the sub-genus, 
vertebrate. The sub-genus vertebrate becomes clear in 
speech by a definition (horismos) in whch the relatively 
indefinite (aoristos) genus, animal, is limited by the ad
dition of the "specific" difference, having-a-spinal-column. 
The resulting sub-genus is more definite (horistos) than 
the genus, and its definition makes this explicit. By vir
tue of its relative indeterminancy, the genus is, in the 
intelligible domain, material (hyle). And this is what 
Aristotle says in the Metaphysics: 

Concerning lryfe, some is intelligible (noCfe) and some is sen
sible (aisthCtC) and it is always the case in a logos [and a defini
tion is a kind of logos] that one part is hyfe and one part is entrgeia 
[being-at-work]. 30 

and again: 

Genus is spoken of ... as hylC, for that which has a differentia 
... is the subject (hypokeimenon) which we call hy!C. 31 

When Aristotle defines the technical expression 'a tinos," 
[to be or come] from something, he says: 

The composite is from [or comes from] the sensible hyle, but 
the eidos is from the hyiC of the eidos. 32 

The hyle of the eidos when opposed to the hyle of the sen
sible ousia can only be the genus. Finally we have this 
striking formulation: 

If the genus does not exist without qualification apart from 
the eidos, or, if it does, it does so as hylC ... it is evident that 
the definition is a logos [made up] of differentiae. 33 

This conception of the genus as intelligible material 
should not be misunderstood. The genus shares with the 
sensible hyle only the general trait of relative indeter
minateness with respect to that of which it is the hyle. 34 

By understanding the genus in this way, Aristotle is able 
to solve a cluster of related aporiae. 

In Book Beta of the Metaphysics, he argues that if the 
archai are universals, they will not be ousiai, because each 
ousia is "a this:' On the other hand, if the archai are par
ticular (we might say individuals) there will be no 
knowledge of them, because knowledge (episteme) is of 
universals. This opposition suggests that knowledge of 
ousia is impossible. 35 The solution to the aporia consists 
in noting the precise relationship of the eidos to its 
superordinate genera. Genera are divisible into sub
genera and these are again divisible into sub-sub-genera 
and so on. But this division, which is accomplished by 
limiting the genus in question with a specific difference, 
cannot go on forever. Eventually something is reached 
which cannot be divided. What is reached is something 
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entirely determinate-so determinate that it is an in
divisible unity. Being devoid of all indeterminancy, it is in 
no sense hyle, intelligible or otherwise. It is the eidos, or 
as we say, the species. Let us say that the eidos we are 
considering is the eidos, horse. We might think we could 
continue dividing as follows: grey horse, grey horse 
weighing fifteen hundred pounds, grey horse weighing 
fifteen hundred pounds running through the meadow at 
5:00 in the afternoon, etc. But these would be acciden
tal divisions; other things besides horses can be grey, or 
weigh fifteen hundred pounds, or run, or be in a meadow 
at 5:00 in the afternoon, etc. So the eidos differs sharply 
from the genus on the one hand and the composite be
ings that lie before our eyes on the other hand. Both the 
intelligible genus and the sensible composite have 
something indeterminate about them, and the root of 
this indeterminancy is hyle, intelligible in the case of the 
genus and sensible in the case of the sensible composite. 
Consequently, although Aristotle often speaks of the par
ticular composite "individual" as <tode tz/' at the heart of 
the Metaphysics this expression is transferred to the eidos 
which is then contrasted with the particular. 36 "Tade tz~ '' 
a this, turns out to be a more appropriate designation 
for the definite and unique eidos than for the particular 
sensible composite. We are told at the end of Book Mu 
that knowing the universal is knowing only potentially, 
knowing something indefinite like hyle. 37 If I know only 
that something I see is an animal, my knowing of it is 
not fully actual. If I know that it is a horse and I know 
what it means to be a horse, then I know the eidos, the 
essence, a term frequently used in apposition with or as 
a substitute for ousia. 38 The Greek expression for what 
I am translating as "essence" is <to ti en einai»which means 
roughly the what-its-very-Being-persistently-is, an expres
sion that is never used of the hyle, the genus, or the sen
sible singular composite. When I know the essence of 
what I encounter, I know the thing for what it is, I know 
actually and not just potentially. The eidos is not a univer
sal like other universals, i.e., a genus, a class under which 
something is subsumed as a member. It is not an in
definite one over many, but a definite one within many. 
On the other hand it is unlike the particular in that 
whereas there are, for instance, indefinitely many horses 
there is only one eidos, horse. Since then the eidos or 
essence is the primary instance of ousia, at least among 
beings composed of form and material, and ousia is the 
primary instance of Being, it seems that the Being of a 
thing and its eidos coincide. 39 The genus on the other 
hand, as intelligible hyle, is nothing actual. This is the 
second reason why Being cannot be understood as a 
genus. According to Aristotle, Being, in the full sense, 
is what is actual, not what is merely potential. 40 

S till, we have thus far left unclarified the mode of 
our access to the eidos. What is first for us in the 
order of cognition is, according to Aristotle, a sen

sory encounter with a multiplicity of particulars- namely . 
perception (aisthesis). In what follows, I shall, to avoid 
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unnecessarily forced locutions, translate <&isthisiS" 
sometimes as "perception" and sometimes as "sensation:' 
There is no distinction between sensation and percep
tion in Aristotle's treatment, nor do I intend one. 41 

Aristotle says that perception is a kind of "being 
moved and acted upon."42 Whatever there might be in 
the soul or in the dispositiort of the sense organs that 
would enable the subject to perceive, the act of percep
tion itself is seen as the effect of something external to 
the one who perceives. The perceptive faculty (to 
aisthetikon) is itself a mere potentiality, 43 and Aristotle 
argues that what is potential cannot actualize itself but 
must be actualized by something else. There must be, 
in what is perceived, something presenting itself, some
thing which by moving or changing our perceptive faculty 
and acting upon it brings perception into full actualiza
tion. Aristotle makes an analogy with fuel in this con
nection. Fuel cannot actualize its potentiality for burn
ing by itself; what is needed is something else, namely 
fire, actually at work. Aristotle accordingly tackles the 
problem of perception by focussing on its object, what 
so to speak "ignites" the perceptive faculty, namely the 
perceptible eidos. 

Now, though the sense of touch is the most fundamen
tal form of specialized perception, at least in the sense 
that all animals- all living things which perceive- have 
it,44 sight is singled out as the sense which most of all 
makes us become familiar (gnorizein) with things and 
reveals differences among them. 45 It is true that hearing 
plays a greater role in the attainment of practical wisdom 
(phronesis), but its role is accidental (kala symbebekos) 
because it is not discourse itself which is audible but 
rather the words (otwmata) which are themselves only 
symbols. 46 Furthermore we are told that it is sight which 
is primarily responsible for the perception of the com
mon sensibles- shape, motion, rest, number, size- those 
sensibles which can be apprehended by more than one 
sense. 47 

In the De Anima, we are told that the object of sight 
(apsis) is the visible (horaton). Aristotle then says that this 
is color. •• But immediately afterwards he tells us that the 
object of sight is what the color is upon, i.e., the body 
itself. Aristotle is not maintaining that the color and the 
body are two distinct objects of sight. The body is visi
ble because it is colored. The colored body has, as Aris
totle puts it with characteristic concentration, the cause 
of its visibility in itself. 49 The body has its color, its color 
belongs to it, and when its color is seen it is seen also. 
The color and the body are not somehow stuck together. 
We should understand the color along with the shape 
as the visible presentation of the body. In fact we do not 
depart from Aristotle's intention but only from his man
ner of expression if we say that the color is the body in
sofar as it is visible, i.e., the color is the body qua visible. 

Aristotle argues that color brings about sight by ef
fecting a movement in a transparent medium (air or 
water) which forms a continuum between the surface of 
the object and the eye. He says that it is the very nature 
of color to set in motion the transparent and thus to bring 
about vision (assuming that a being endowed with the 
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capacity for sight is present). If there were no medium 
but only a void between the body and the eye nothing 
could be seen at all: color cannot set a void in motion. 
It should be emphasized that, though it is the medium 
which directly acts on the eye, it is the color which is 
seen, and this is because the medium is transparent 
(diaphanes) and cannot itself be seen but only seen 
through. Furthermore the medium is not transparent ex
cept when light is present. Light is in fact defined as the 
actuality (energeia) of the transparent qua transparent. 50 

In the absence oflight the medium remains only poten
tially transparent. Light is furthermore said to be the 
presence (parousia) of fire, the absence of fire being 
darkness. We are also told that light is the color of the 
transparent. This does not mean that the transparent has 
a color proper to itself but only that, when lit up by the 
presence of fire, it communicates to the eye the color of 
the body seen through this medium. The essentials of 
the treatment of sight in the De Anima can be condensed 
into a single sentence: A body becomes actually visible 
when a medium such as air or water between it and the 
eye is made completely transparent by the presence of 
fire and set in motion by the color of the body, i.e., by 
the body itself qua visible. 

It is striking that the treatment of sight in the De 
Anima is focussed almost exclusively on the object of sight. 
This is of course consistent with Aristotle's general pro
cedure of understanding the subject, so to speak, in light 
of the object. The soul as perceptive has no function of 
its own other than to receive the sensible eide; taken by 
itself the faculty of perception is nothing actual at all but 
only a potential for such reception. 51 

The treatment of color and transparency in the De 
Sensu adds a few important observations to those of the 
De Anima. Transparency is said to be common to bodies 
and not just to the air or water between them. 52 When 
the transparent is indeterminate ( aoristos) as in air or water 
(as when one opens his eyes under water) then it is the 
nature of light to reside in it. But this "same common 
nature or potentiality;' i.e., the transparent, when it is 
in determinate bodies has a limit. We thus arrive at a 
refined definition of color: "the limit of the transparent 
in a determinate body."53 

That Aristotle says color is the boundary of the 
transparent in the body and not the boundary of the body 
itself is probably in order to distinguish the definition 
of color from that of shape. 54 Nevertheless, since every 
body has within it the transparent and this is not 
separable from the body, 55 the boundary of the 
transparent within the body, the color, would coincide 
with the boundary of the body itself, the shape. For this 
reason, color can be regarded (with shape) as constituting 
the limit of the body. And since the eidos manifests itself 
in the limit of a thing, in what differentiates it from other 
things, we can regard color as part of the sensible eidos 
of body. Obviously, if bodies lacked any color at all they 
could not be distinguished from one another. Eidos, in 
general, has the characteristic oflimiting a being so that 
it is set off from what it is not and apprehended as what 
it is. 
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We have in this section limited our discussion to sight 
as a paradigm of specialized perception. Much could be 
said about hearing, smell, taste, and touch that is rele
vant to Aristotle's general theory of perception, but for 
our purposes it is necessary only to call attention to two 
important features which these senses share with sight. 

In the first place, not only is the color of a body 
treated as the body itself qua visible, but the sound of 
the body is the body itself qua audible, the odour of the 
body is the body itself qua object of smell, and the taste 
of the body is the body itself qua object of taste. This 
theoretical observation is supported by our normal 
linguistic usage. We speak of hearing the sound of the 
trumpet and of hearing the trumpet itself, of smelling 
the fragrance of the rose and of smelling the rose itself, 
of tasting the sweetness of the sugar and of tasting the 
sugar itself. In none of these cases do we, at least at the 
level of ordinary experience, suppose or intend to speak 
as though we are perceiving two different objects, a sense 
datum· and a body. Aristotle's account of specialized 
perception gives a theoretical justification for this pre
scientific attitude. In the case of touch Aristotle tells us 
that we experience the differentiae of body qua body. By 
this he means the primary elements of which a body is 
composed, earth, air, fire, and water, i.e., the various com
bination of hot and cold, dry and wet. 56 It is through 
the sense of touch that we perceive the material out of 
which the body is composed. This should not be taken 
to mean that through touch nothing "eidetic" reveals itself. 
Indeed earth, water, fire, and air can be differentiated 
from one another only on the supposition of their possess
ing something {~idetic» of their own. The so-called "prime 
matter" would not be any one of these, but rather what 
they have in common as elements in spite of their specific 
differences, and this has no existence independently of 
these elements. 57 But if it did, which would contradict 
Aristotle's general theory of hyle, it would not be acces
sible to perception because this is defined by Aristotle 
as precisely the reception of perceptible form without 
hyle. 58 The same holds true of touch as of the other senses: 
in feeling the wetness and coldness of the ice, we feel the 
ice itself; the wetness and coldness of the ice is the ice 
itself qua tangible. 

Secondly, not only sight but the other senses also ap
prehend their proper objects through a medium either 
external, air for hearing and smelling, or internal, the 
liquid on the tongue for tasting and flesh itself for 
touching (because, as Aristotle says, the organ of touch 
is not the flesh but is within it. )59 Aristotle maintains that 
"we indeed perceive all things through a medium:'60 
Perception is a mediated mode of apprehension. This does 
not mean that the medium usually distorts the percep
tion (though it may occasionally do this); rather, because 
of the necessary presence of the medium for perception 
to take place at all, 61 the soul is never, by mere perceiv
ing, in immediate contact with the Being of things. And 
this is of capital significance. 

Of course, our experience is not limited exclusively 
to present objects. We also have imagination. Although 
nothing can possess imagination unless it already has 
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perception, imagination can be called into play when we 
are not actually perceiving, e.g., when we close our eyes 
and imagine what we have just seen. 

But imagination also differs from perception in the 
degree of falsity which can pertain to it. Aristotle tells 
us that "perceptions are always true but imaginings (phan
tasiai) are mostly false:'62 One reason for this is that the 
individual senses are naturally designed for the special
ized function of apprehending their proper objects, and 
error, when it occasionally occurs, is due to some acciden
tal and unnatural flaw in the sense organ, either con
genital or acquired. But error in the apprehension of the 
common sensibles, on the other hand, occurs even when 
the senses are functioning normally. Although what 
Aristotle calls the "common sense" can directly (i.e., ac
cording to its own nature- kath' auto) apprehend the com
mon sensibles, it necessarily operates in and through the 
specialized senses. Because none of these senses is de
signed expressly and uniquely for the perception of the 
common sensibles there is a proneness to error in the 
common sense that is not found in specialized senses (i.e., 
when they are apprehending their proper objects). Since 
"an image is an affection of the common sense faculty"63 

the proneness to error of this faculty would account for 
some of the falsity that characterizes imagination. 

But this would not justify Aristotle's contention that 
"imaginings are mostly false." A further consideration is 
that the exercise of imagination is "up to us whenever 
we wish to do so!' This, according to Aristotle, distin
guishes imagination from perception. 64 We can mani
pulate images in such a way that they bear little resem
blance to the sensible objects which give rise to them. 

Nonetheless, the most important reason why "imagin
ings are mostly false" consists in the fact that images must 
differ from sensible objects. If we, through the exercise 
of imagination in remembering something, were to have 
before us an image completely true to a sensible object 
we had previously experienced, the vividness of this im
age would block out, distort, or at least interfere with 
our present perceiving. For an image to be regarded as 
an image of some sensible object it must differ from it, 
at least to the extent that we are able to recognize the 
image as an image and not take it to be the sensible ob
ject itself. When images are so vivid that they are taken 
for sensible objects, hallucination is the result; and Aris
totle is aware of pathological states that are based on in
ability to recognize images for what they are. 65 

There are then these three reasons why "imaginings 
are mostly false:' In the first place images are affections 
of common sense and this faculty is prone to error. In 
the second place, we are free to distort our images (as 
we say, "to fantasize") in a way that we cannot distort 
the sensible objects that are present to us in perception. 
Finally, because an image is only an image, it must dif
fer somewhat from the sensible object that gives rise to 
it, and this differing is necessarily a distortion (and hence 
falsifying). 

Aristotle raises the aporia of how it is possible to 
remember something absent when what is present is only 
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an image and not the fact itself (to pragma) which gave 
rise to it. 66 This affection (pathos) exists in the soul67 and 
is a kind of picture (zographema ti), a kind of figure (typon 
tis) of the object perceived. 68 How is the perceiving of 
an affection present in the soul related to the remember
ing of something past and absent? Aristotle answers by 
pointing out that the image can be regarded in one of 
two ways. It can be focussed on within the soul and con
sidered as an object of contemplation (theorema) in its own 
right or it can be regarded as an image of something else. 
In the latter case alone is it taken as a likeness (eikan) and 
a memory aid (mnemoneuma). 

It is to Aristotle's credit that he did not say that the 
image is what we remember. On the contrary, it is by at
tending to the present image that we remember the absent 
thing of which it is a likeness. Aristotle sees clearly that 
in being aware of an image flS an image we remember the 
thing itself. If we were to remember only present images 
(whatever that might mean) and not their past originals, 
we would have no way of knowing that the images re
membered are indeed images of the originals. And so, for 
Aristotle, remembering what is past is simply being aware 
of present images of the past precisely as images of the past. 69 

What perception and imagination (in the form of 
memory) allow us to encounter are the perceptible eide 
of things. But in the De Anima, Aristotle says that it is 
one thing to encounter something perceptible, his exam
ple is water, and quite another to know its essence, what 
it is to be water. 7° For this we need something more than 
perception. The recognition of the intelligible eidos is a 
function of what Aristotle calls nous. 71 The sensible eidos 
is the thing insofar as it presents itself in the mediated 
mode of apprehension that is perception, and percep
tion is our first, and the lower animals' only, encounter 
with Being. Images are stored in the soul and what they 
contribute to intellectual insight (noesis), at least for us 
mortals, cannot be minimized. "The soul never has in
tellectual insight without images ... the noetic faculty 
(to noiftikon) knows the eide in the images:'72 Nonetheless 
nous, since it discerns a single eidos in a multiplicity of 
particulars, operates on a different plane. When this in
sight occurs, the soul is in an £mmediate mode of apprehen
sion. There is no medium, as there is in perception, be
tween the knower and that which is known; they are 
somehow one. 73 Noes£s is the only mode of apprehension 
that Aristotle calls "being in contact" (thigein). 74 

In speaking of the shift from the perceptual beholding 
of an array of particulars to insight into the intelligible 
e£dos at work in them, we should not overlook the nuanced 
distinction between the shape or figure (schema) which 
is but one among several common sensibles, and the 
richer sense of shape connoted by the term «morphe."The 
schema is only the visible or tactile limit of a thing. Con
sidered in isolation from the thing of which it is the 
schema, it becomes, when suitably purified by the 
dianoetic activity of the mathematician, the subject mat
ter of geometry. {'Morphe," on the other hand, a term often 
used in apposition with or as a substitute for «e£dos" by 
Aristotle, carries with it a sense not only of shape, but 
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of shapeliness, comeliness. The term occurs as early as 
the Odyssey, in the Phaiakian episode. In Book VIII 
Odysseus speaking to Eurylaos says: 

There is a certain kind of man less noted for beauty but the 
god puts a comeliness [morphen] on his words and those who 
look toward him are filled with joy at the sight, and he speaks 
to them without faltering, in winning modesty, and shines 
among those who are gathered and people look on him as a 
god when he walks in the city.15 

Later, in Book XI, Alkinoos tells Odysseus: 

You have a grace (morpht) upon your words ... you have told 
the story of the dismal sorrows befallen yourself and all of the 
Argives. 76 

"Morphe"is also a term that occurs frequently in biological 
treatises. Aristotle uses it to designate the principle that 
regulates a being in its wholeness. The schema is but the 
surface evidence of the morphe. When the morphe is 
discerned, one is no longer beholding the perceptible 
eidos, the being insofar as it presents itself to the perceiv
ing soul; one is in contact with the eidos in the full sense 
of the word, the ti en einai. One is engaged in noesis. And 
this is not an act of abstracting. The morphe can no more 
be abstracted from what is seen than it can be abstracted 
from a piece of poetry. This term, "abs~raction;' occurs 
frequently in Aristotle's writings but it almost always 
refers to the act in which we disregard what the things are, 
and everything else about them except their quantitative 
determinations. In abstraction, as opposed to noesis, Be
ing is overlooked. The very expression, "things-by
abstraction" (ta ex aphaireseOs), is Aristotle's abbreviation 
for the objects of mathematics. 77 One is hard pressed to 
find passages in his writings where the term refers to the 
apprehension of an eidos, and the reason is simple: if the 
eidos to be abstracted were not already ''seen" by nous in 
the particulars, one would not know what to abstract, and 
this "seeing" of the eidos renders a subsequent act of 
abstracting superfluous. Furthermore, abstraction of the 
eidos would turn it into something literally abstract, 
something less real than the sensible composite, a pro
duct of an act of "constitution?' The mathematicals have 
this character for Aristotle, though not for Plato. The 
eide have this character for neither. 

The eidos, in Aristotle's understanding, is then both 
the essence of a thing, what it really is, and the presen
tational "expression" of the thing. The soul cannot force 
things to display themselves to it. They are of their own 
accord on display. If they did not have a principle of self
presentation intrinsic to their very Being, if they were, 
as is sometimes said, "really just matter;' it would be im
possible to account for any experience of them at all. 78 

But, according to Aristotle, not a single being, intelligi
ble or sensible, is ')ust matter." The world around us is 
saturated with eide, and Aristotle takes great pains to show 
that its beauties are manifested in the most unlikely 
regions of nature. 79 Aristotle cannot even playfully call 
this world, as Socrates can, a "barbaric bog?'80 It is, for 
him, the cosmos. Even the motion of things is but an 
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effect of the radiance of the divine into the world, as 
prime mover, final cause. And this motion can be made 
intelligible by a science of nature, a physics, which he 
argues is an impossibility for the Platonists. 81 

We are now in a position to get at least a tentative 
understanding of how the first principles are known. The 
archai of the particular sciences, at least the definitions 
they employ, are the results of the transfer of insights 
gained by nous into the medium of logos. Since the eide 
are unities, there is a problem as to how that kind of logos 
which specifies what a thing is, a definition, is not a 
"heap;' a pile of words. Aristotle holds that the defini
tion is itself a unity, one part of which, as was mentioned 
earlier, is hyle and one part of which is energeia. The genus 
and the specific difference both together express what 
the eidos in question is, both in its relation to other eide 
and in its own uniqueness. Aristotle argues that only 
when the definition is construed in this way can it be 
seen that the integrity of the eidos is not ruptured in 
speech. This unity is not a "sum" of genus ·and specific 
difference quantitatively added together; it is a unity of 
form and material, i.e., of form and formed. Definitions 
articulate the interrelationship of ousiai, their community 
in an intelligible cosmos. 82 

The archai common to all the sciences, the axioms, 
are also known by nous. The so-called "principle of non
contradictiOn" is expressed as an arche of being itself. "It 
is impossible for the same thing both to be present in 
and not be present in the same thing simultaneously and 
in the same respect."83 The basis for this assertion is the 
clear insight into the determinateness of an eidos. At any 
one moment of time, an eidos and its own privation can
not both unequivocally be present in an individual thing. 
We see that this is so but we cannot demonstrate it, 
because, Aristotle says, nothing is more certain than this. 
We cannot even imagine it to be otherwise, for our im
ages are formally governed by the very archai which govern 
the sensible objects of which they are images. On the 
other hand, if someone is willing to speak and denies this 
principle, we can show bizzare consequences of his denial, 
consequences he might not have anticipated. 84 And here, 
incidentally, dialectic can be put to good use. Aristotle 
argues that t\>is principle cannot be denied by anyone 
who intends his discourse to exhibit a tincture of in
telligibility and not dissolve into aberration. We can show 
someone who denies this principle that both his speech 
and his actions indicate that he does not believe what 
he is saying, but we can do no more than this. And if 
he chooses not to speak we can do nothing at all. 

A t this point we are faced with an obstacle which 
is perhaps ultimately insurmountable. It may be 
objected that Aristotle's theory does not ade

quately explain this shift from perception to noetic in
sight. What faculty do we have that permits an infall
ible insight into the way things are as opposed to a merely 
empirical generalization? The objection is, in a sense, 

47 



well taken. Aristotle's answer seems to be that this move
ment is not entirely our own doing. He says in the De 
Anima that the potential intellect is passive to an intellect 
which is fully active, an intellect which makes all things. 85 

It is the nature of a potential intellect, as it is the nature 
of anything potential, that it cannot actualize itself. The 
potential intellect, then, needs the active intellect to "ac
tualize" it, to bring it to actual noesis. This active intellect 
engages in insight (noei) without ceasing. We are certainly 
not aware of continuous intellectual insight, and it is hard 
to see how this most privileged mode of knowing could 
be taking place within us "unconsciously" and yet 
incessantly. 86 These considerations lead one to the suspi
cion that, in Aristotle's scheme of things, this active 
intellect is God at work within our souls when our poten
tial intellects have been properly made ready. The ob
jection that this intellect is exclusively our own because 
it is said to be active in our souls is somewhat lame. It 
fails to take into account the fact that our souls are not 
entirely spatial and that the divine intellect is entirely 
non-spatial. 

A real difficulty consists in determining the relation
ship of this active intellect to the divine intellect of Book 
Lamda of the Metaphysics. There, he is said to have only 
himself as object of his thought- he is insight into in
sight (noesis noi!seos). 87 This is a description of divinity 
which those of us who admire Aristotle have trouble con
vincing others is not mysticism. It is difficult to see what 
is so lovable about noesis noesios, such that it can be said 
to be the ousia on which everything depends. 88 It sounds 
too much like an indivisible point that is simply aware 
of being an indivisible point, and so forever. And it is 
hard to square this austere conception with other things 
Aristotle says about divinity, namely that it is life, it ex
periences pleasure, it is entelecheia, it is good. Aristotle 
suggests a way out of this aporia. Just a few sentences after 
designating God as noesis noCseOs, he says that in things 
which have no hyle, the knower and the known are the 
same. 89 Now the eide are, considered by themselves, 
without hyli!, and so is the divine intellect. In fact, both 
the eide and God are called actuality. Accordingly, the 
divine nous could know the eide, could indeed be the eide 
as fully known, and thus be spoken of as only knowing 
himself. If the objection is raised that he would then be 
a plurality, the response would be that the eide constitute 
a whole, a community (which would explain why they 
animate a cosmos and not just a pile of things, unrelated 
and spread out in space and time). Such a community 
of eidi! would not be a simple unity, but neither would 
it have to be a mere plurality. And if the community of 
eidi! at its highest level of intelligibility is so organized 
that, given a powerful enough intellect it could be ap
prehended not discursively but "at a glance;' it would not 
be distinct from the intellect knowing it. This would be 
an attractive solution if we could imagine the totality of 
eide organized so comprehensively that "seen'' by a divine 
intellect it would be "seen" as a unity. But we cannot. 
In spite of the flashes of insight which light up our ex-
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perience, the temporal and labored discursiveness of most 
of our thinking itself prevents us from intuiting the whole 
precisely as it is, and from imagining how an "all" could 
be a "one." 

Perhaps the most quoted passage from the Metaphysics 
in recent times is the following: 

And indeed in times of old as well as now and also forever, 
what is enquired about and what forever causes perplexity is 
[the question of] what Being is, that is, what is ousia? 90 

If we realize that a comprehensive understanding of ousia 
requires that we gain a clear insight into that which is 
in the most unambiguous sense- eternal, changeless be-
ing, actuality devoid of potentiality, God- then we see 
that the question, "What is ousia?" is essentially an aporia 
for us. Our noesis is, after all, dependent on images, and 
there is no experience which could supply a store of im
ages in which we would be able to discern the essence 
of the divine. As we noted earlier, to know something 
is (for Aristotle) to become one with it, and whatever 
occasional share we have of divine activity, we certainly 
do not in this world simply become one with God. 91 But 
if we cannot adequately know the divine, and Being 
without qualification is located only in the divine, it would 
seem as though, however intelligible the beings in the 
cosmos are to us (and their complete intelligibility 
ultimately hinges on the intelligibility of all their causes, 
including the final cause which moves the cosmos itself), 
the intelligibility of Being in the unqualified sense can
not be maintained. Yet we must not overlook the fact that 
the divine is, after all, luminously intelligent to itself. The 
problem, then, lic;s not with the intelligibility of the 
highest instance of Being, God, but with the intelligibility 
of the whole of Being, God and cosmos. If God is not 
intelligible to us, we surely do not know the whole; but, 
by the same token, if the cosmos is not intelligible to God, 
he does not know the whole either. We have considered 
two ways of addressing this problem. The first would be 
to argue for an identification of human nous in its active 
mode of knowing the cosmos with divine nous. The se
cond would be to argue that the divine nous in its simplici
ty could engage in a noesis of the multiplicity of eidi! which 
organize the cosmos. The first way would entail the se
cond, though the second way would not necessarily en
tail the first. There is evidence in the De Anima and the 
Metaphysics that Aristotle is aware of both these "solutions" 
(and their attendant aporiaz), but he explicitly embraces 
neither. 

In the Parts of Animals, Aristotle says that knowledge 
of divine things is hard to come by and yet worth more 
than knowledge of things around us, just as a "glimpse 
of those we love is more pleasant than seeing other things 
with precision:'92 In Book Lamda of the Metaphysics 
Aristotle attempts to provide us with a glimpse of the 
one who is loved, so to speak, "absolutely!' But the nature 
of this Being and His curious relationship to the cosmos 
in general and to man in particular remains, for us, an 
aporia. 
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1. In the sixth book of the Republic (509 ff.), Socrates makes use of a di
vided line to illustrate how the various grades of Being and awareness 
are related to one another. For a fine discussion of the divided line analogy, 
see Jacob Klein, A Commentary of Plato's Meno (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1965) pp. 115 ff. 

2. Republic 533b. 
3. Ibid. 511b. 
4. Ibid. 511c. 
5. Ibid. 533c. To my knowledge no one has ever made complete sense of 

these mysterious passages. Aristotle would argue that the dialectical as
cent Socrates describes must itself be guided by a pre-dialectical knowledge 
(noesis) of the distinction between same and other, and he would wonder 
about the origin of this pre-dialectical insight. For good accounts of the 
koinonia tOn eidon as found in Plato's dialogues and in Aristotle's criticisms 
of Plato and the Platonists, see Jacob Klein, Greek Mathematics and the Origin 
of Algebra (Cambridge: M.I.T. Press, 1968) pp. 61-100, A Commentary 
on Plato's Meno (op cit.) pp. 122 ff., and Robert Williamson, "Eidos and 
Agathon in Plato's Republic," in Essays in Honor of Jacob Klein (Annapolis: 
St. John's College Press, 1976) pp. 171-187. 

6. Topics 101a25-b4. 
7. This term is frequently used in the Topics, rarely elsewhere. Politics 

1297a17. See H. Bonitz, Index Aristotelicus, (Berlin, 1870), p. 163. 
8. Metaph. 1004b25. · 
9. For a discussion of the change that dialectic undergoes at Aristotle's hands, 

see Friedrich Solmsen, "Dialectic without the Forms," in Aristotle On Dialec
tic, ed. by E. G. L. Owen (Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 1968). 

10. Cf. Post. An. 79a29-35, Topics 101b2. 
11. Post. An. 71b20; cf. Topics 100a29. 
12. Cf. Metaph .. 1017a34, 1051b2. 
13. Prior An. 64b35. Cf. Physics 184a17, Nic. Ethics 1095b3. If the "gnorimos" 

in these last two 'passages means "known" or "familiar'' and not merely 
"knowable" (cf. Lidell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, [Oxford at the 
Clarendon Press, 1968] p. 355; but cf. Smythe, Greek Grammar, [Cam
bridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1956,] p. 237, section 858.9), a curious 
problem emerges. Granted that it is we who know that which is known 
to us, who is it who knows that which is known without qualification (hapl
os)? cf. supra pp. 47,48. 

14. Post. An. 71a1, 72a29, b5, b19, 99b16 ff.,Mataph. 997a6, 1005b11-17, 
Nic. Ethics 1139b33. 

15. Bk. I, ch. 3. 
16. Post. An. 73a6. 
17. Ibid. 73a8 ff. The proof is as follows: 

1. AaB 4, 6 
2. BaC 5, 4 
3. CaA 6, 5 
4. AaC 1, 2 
5. BaA 2, 3 
6. CaB 3, 1 

Every line is justified as a consequence of two other lines (written to the 
right of each line) by a syllogism in the first figure. The proof obviously 
works only on the assumption that A, B, and C are reciprocally predicable 
of one another. 

18. Metaph. 1006a5, cf. 1005b2. 
19. Post. An. 100h9-11. 
20. Metaph. 995b7, 99626-997a16; cf. 1059a24, 1061b17. 
21. Ibid. 998b22, cf. 1070b1; cf. Ernst Tugendhat TI KATA TINOS, Eine 

Untersuchung Zur Struktur und U rsprung Aristotelischcr Grundbegriffe 
(Freiburg/Muenchen, Karl Alber, 1958) p. 27 n. 24. 

22. To on legetai pollachos- the opening clause of Book Zeta, Metaph. 1 028a1 0; 
cf. 1003a32 for a similar formulation. 

23. Cat. 1a1-15. 
24. Metaph. 1003a32-b19. Concerning the character of the pros hen equivocals, 

see the invaluable book by Joseph Owens, The Doctrine OJ Being In The 
Aristotlean 'M'etaphysics'(Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 
1951) pp. 107-135 and 259-287. 

25. Metaph. 1028b4. 
26. Ibid. 1028a30-1029a33. 
27. Cat. 2all ff; cf. f.n. 29 infra. 
28. Metaph. 1029b9: kai mikron C outhen lou ontos. 
29. Though the eidos of a sensible thing is more worthy of being called ousia 

than the sensible thing itself (the composite of eidos and kyle), the eidos 
does not have all the marks of ousia mentioned in Book Zeta, ch. 1. It 
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is the "what-ness" (ti esti) of a thing, it is definite and, furthermore, it en
dures eternally. However, it is not separate (choristos) without qualifica
tion. The passage in Book Delta (1017b25) where the eidos is said to be 
"separate" should probably be understood as provisional, for it is qualified 
in Book Eta (1042a26) with the addition "in logos" (cf. Physics 193b4); see 
W. D. Ross, Aristotle's Metaphysics Vol. I, (Oxford at the Clarendon Press, 
1924) p. 311. Indeed, in the passage in Book Eta, Aristotle contrasts the 
eidos which is chOristos en logoi with the composite which is chOristos haplos 
(separate without qualification). The eidos of a sensible being, according 
to Aristotle, is not separate or independent from the composite. Because 
the composite can be said to be chon'stos haplos, it is in this respect, though 
only in this respect, a better candidate for the title '&usia" than the eidos 
(Metaph. 1028a24-35). 

There is no contradiction in Aristotle's account of ousia. When it is 
said in the Categon'es (2a10fl) that particular composites (Aristotle's examples 
arc a man and a horse) are more truly ousiai than their eide, it must be 
remembered that he is speaking from the standpoint of predication. The 
eidos, the species "man," is predicated of a man, and this particular man 
is choriston, in a way the eidos "man" is not. In the Metaphysics, on the other 
hand, Aristotle is speaking from the standpoint of enduring being or 
essence (to ti en einaz) and the eidos "man" endures in a way that the par
ticular man does not. Cf Metaph. 1026a7 ff. Aristotle's account is not in
consistent. Rather, ousia itself, as it occurs in the physical realm, is found 
partly in the composite, partly in the essence of the composite (i.e., the 
eidos of the composite), and wholly in neither. The eidos and the composite 
can each be called ousia, though for different reasons. Neither bears all 
the features of ousia. But whereas composite beings are not identical with 
their essences (1037b), Aristotle argues that simple beings, beings which 
are not composed of form and material, arc identical with their essences. 
Indeed, he says, it is for the sake of understandillg such "supersensible" 
beings that the inquiry into sensible beings is undertaken (1037al4; cf 
1041a8, 1076a13: Physics 192a35, 194b14). This is because such beings alone 
are eternally subsisting, definite, "individual" (tode tz), indivisible, fully 
actual (i.e. without hy!e) and at the saine time separate without qualification. 
Each of these simple beings is wholly ousia. These ousiai are the umoved 
movers of Book Lamda (cf. f.n.87 infra). The study of Being qua Being 
comes to fulfillment in a philosophical theology (Metaph. 1026a20, 1064b2; 
cf. 982b29-983a12). 

30. Metaph. 1045a34. Cf 1036a10 
31. Ibid. 1024b8. 
32. Ibid. 1023b2. 
33. Ibid. 1038a5. 
34. The indeterminateness, the "un-formedness" of hyl~ (intelligible or sensible

physical) makes it unknowable in virtue of itself' (ibid. 1036a9). The subor
dinate genera are more defmite, hence more knowable, than the superor
dinate, and the indivisible eidos is most defmite and most knowable of all. 
The intelligible material within it (its superordinate universal or genus) 
is completely determined by the specific difference. Aristotle develops his 
notion of hyle, sensible-physical and intelligible, to account for indeter
minateness and plurality both on the aesthetic plane and on the noetic. 
Sensible lryle "individuates" composite ousiai and is responsible for what 
is accidental in them. The genus, on the other hand, as noetic hyle, is 
indeterminate and, as such, permits a multiplicy of different determina
tions or specifications. Aristotle's lryle is the counterpart to Plato's indeter
minate dyad. Cf. Phys. 192a7. On the difference between the two "triads" 
alluded to in this passage (Aristotle's: hyle and eidos/stercsis, Plato's great/small 
and One) cf. H. Apostol, Aristotle's Physics (Indiana Univ. Press), p. 202, 
f.n. 6 and f.n. 7. See also the works by Klein and Williamson cited in 
footnote 5 supra. For the most penetrating study of how eidos, for Aristo
tle, is implicated in steresis (privation or, better, deprivation) in the realm 
of plrysics (nature), cf. Martin Heidegger, "Vom Wesen und Be griff der 
Physis~ Wegmarken (Frankfurt am Main: V. Klosterman, 1967), originally 
published in Il Pensiero (Milan, III, 1958), pp. 364 ff. The "triad" of kyle 
and eidoslsteresis constitutes the aesthetic-physical realm but not the noetic, 
since sterl:sz's as it is defined in the Metaphysics (1022b22-1023a7) cannot 
come into play among ousiai which are eternal (the eide of sensible com
posites or the simple supersensible ousiai of Book Lamda; cf. f.n. 29 supra). 
One eidos can indeed be said to be "lacking'' in what another eidos has 
(1023b3, Parts of Animals 642b21 ff.), but this is a derived sense of sterCSis 
(Metaph. 1022b32). There is no place among what is eternal for what Aristo
tle calls the "'kath' auto me on" (Phys. 10lb5, cf 192a4) of steresis which is 
involved in the coming to presence (parousia) of something in time (Metaph. 
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1013bl2-16, 1032b3, 1055a35-b30, Phys. 191a5-15, 193b20, 195a10). 
35. Metaph. 1003a6-17; cf, 1060b20. 
36. Ibid. 1042a28; cf. l017b25 and f.n. 28 supra, also de Gen. et Cor. 318b33. 
37. Metaph. 1087a8-25. 
38. Ibid. 983a26, 988a35, 993al9, 1007a21, 1017b22. The thematic considera

tion of essence begins in Book Zeta, ch. 4. 
39. Aristotle (unlike St. Thomas) makes no distinction between Being and 

essence. The expression to einai with the dative of possession is an abbrevia
tion for to ti en einai (Meta ph. 1029bl ff. ). For the grammar and meaning 
of this expression, see Owens, op. cit. pp. 180-188. The eidos of a com
posite being is its essence, but the two terms are not synonymous. Aristotle 
speaks of the unmoved mover as essence (Meiaph. 1074a35) but never as 
eidos, perhaps because he does not want his account to be confused with 
that of the Platonists (sec Eugene Ryan, -"Pure Form in Aristotle," Phronesis, 
Vol. XVIII, No. 3, 1973, pp. 209-224). Nonetheless, there arc several 
passages where Aristotle uses eidos in ways that indicate he may not be 
thinking of it as the eidos of a composite thing: Phys. 192a35, de An. 432a2, 
Metaph. 1003b22. 

40. Metaph., Book Theta; see especially ch. 8. 
41. Certain later thinkers make a distinction between sensation and percep

tion, the former regarded as mere reception of sense data, the latter alone 
involving discrimination. Aristotle would not accept this distinction for 
at least two reasons: 1) the soul docs not receive unformed sense data but 
rather sensible eide (De Anima 424a18, b4; cf. 432a3-6), and 2) aistlmis 
is always engaged in discrimination (ibid. , 428a4; cf. Post. An. 99b35 where 
aisthesis is called an "innate critical capacity" of all animals). 

42. de An. 416b33. 
43. Ibid. 417a7. 
44. Ibid. 413b5, 414b4. 
45. Metaph. 980a23, de Sen. 437a6, de An. 429a4, Problems 8866b35. 
46. de Sen. 437all, cf. De Interpretatione 16a4. 
47. de Sen. 437a7. 
48. de An. 418a24. Aristotle also mentions here what in a phosphorescent body 

is similar to color. 
49. Ibid. 418a30; cf. de Sen. 439a35. 
50. de An. 418b19. 
51. de An. 417a8. There arc also several passages where Aristotle questions 

whether or not the perceptible qualities themselves exist apart from the 
perception of them. At de An. 426a20-27, we are told that they have poten
tial but not actual existence when they are not being perceived. (Sec, 
however, Cat. 7b35 ff, where this distinction is not advanced). Aristotle 
is perhaps speaking only of proper sensibles, such as color, and not com
mon sensibles also (figure, size, motion, number, and unity). But atMetaph. 
1036a7 and 1040a3, the independent existence of all sensible objects is 
called into question. In the Physics, Aristotle says that number cannot ex
ist apart from the soul (223a22), and that the same might be said of time 
(223a25) which is defined as the "number of motion with respect to the 
prior and posterior." He also questions whether motion itself can exist apart 
from the soul (223a27). There is a subtle difference between the doubts 
that Aristotle raises in thes~ passages and those that emerge for Descartes 
and his heirs (cf. f.n. 78 infra). Aristotle is not calling into question the 
independent existence of an external world deprived of "looks" (eide) but 
rather the independent· existence of a world he understands to be con
stituted through and through by ''looks:' 

To my knowledge, Martin Heidegger was the first modem thinker to 
insist on the root sense of '/:idos" as "looks" (Ger. '(/as Ausschen"), Sein und 
Zeit, 1927, eleventh edition, (Tubingen: Max Niemeyer, 1967), p. 61.) For 
his detailed treatment of Aristotle's understanding of 'hdos" as "looks" and 
"'hyle" as "material" (Ger. "Striff fur") vs. "matter," see "Vom Wesen und Begriff 
der Plrysics:' Wegmarken (op. cit.) pp. 343 II 

52. de Sen. 439a20-bl9, Aristotle realizes that this account goes against the 
sense ofthe word "transparent" (diaphanes); accordingly, he refers to this 
"common nature or potency" as ''ho legomen diaphanes." 

53. Ibid. 439b12. 
54. cf. Plato: Meno 76a. 
55. de Sen. 439a24. 
56. de An. 423b26; cf. de Gen. et Cor. 329b6 ff. 
57. de Gen. et Cor. 329a25 (note use of choriston here; cf. f.n. 29 supra). Material 

deprived of eidos would be deprived of actuality (energeia), i.e., would not 
actually exist. For this reason, "material" is a better translation for "lryle" 
than "matter." 

58. de An. 424al9; cf. de Gen. el Cor. 332a27. 
59. de An. 423b23. 
60. Ibid. 423b7. 
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61. Ibid. 419a16-22. 
62. Ibid. 428a11. 
63. de Mem. 450all. 
64. de An. 417b25. 
65. de Mem. 45la8. On recognizing images as images cf. Jacob Klein, Com

mentary on Plato's Meno (op. cit.) pp. 112-115, also Hans Jonas "Image Mak
ing and the Freedom of Man" in The Phenomenon of Life (New York, 1966) 
pp. 159-165. 

66. de Mem. 450a26. 
67. Ibid. 450b10. 
68. Ibid. 450a30-32. 
69. It is sometimes asserted that we can only remember images since the mind 

can only consider what is present to it. To the extent that this claim is 
not a mere begging of the question ("the present alone can be an object 
of'intending' because the mind can only focus on the present"), it is bas
ed on an ambiguity in the word "present." One can maintain with Aristo
tle, however, that the past can indeed become present to the soul, i.e., 
can be the focus of the "mental" act of remembering, without thereby 
becoming temporally present in its full concreteness. Indeed, if we could 
only focus our thought on the temporal present it is hard to see how we 
could ever arrive at a conception of the past or future, or time itself, or, 
for that matter, the temporal present. Aristotle realizes that we actually 
remember the past and we do so by viewing images of the past as images 
of the past. To have an image of the past or a memory is to remember 
the past itself. And in remembering the past itslf we recognize that our 
present images, which only assist in remembering the past, are incomplete 
pictures of the past we are remembering. We are capable of remember
ing (past) images or memories, but rarely do so, preferring to remember 
past "realities" instead. 

70. de An. 429b11-24. Cf. f.n. 39 supra. 
71. At the end of the Post An. (995b15 ff.), Aristotle addresses the question 

of how the universal emerges from particulars, the one from the many. 
We are given only a simile (though a remarkable one-100a12) for how 
this happens. Aristotle argues, by process of elimination, that it must be 
nous which knows the archai (100b12; cf. Nicomachean Ethics 1140b31-1141a8), 
and that the ascent to this knowing is by_ way of induction (epagoge 100b4). 
The discussion does not show how the particulars are so constituted that 
the universal can be recognized in them, nor does it tell us why the in
sight of which nous is capable is precise (akpibes, 100b8) and true (alethes, 
100b12). This account must be supplemented by what Aristotle says in 
other places, esp. in the De Anima and Metaplrysics. 

72. de An. 431b2. 
73. Ibid. 431b17. 
74. Aristotle uses lmptesthai and haphe for touching and touch as a type of aesth' 

esis. Thigein is never used this way but rather as mere bodily contact or 
as the direct encounter of nous with noeta (Metaph. 1051b20, 1072b22). See 
H. Bonitz, Index Aristotelieus, p. 331, for citation of passages where the term 
occurs. 

75. Odyss9' VIII, 170. (Translation by Richmond Lattimore.) 
76. Ibid., XI .367 cf. Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford at the 

Clarendon Press, 1968), p. 1147. 
77. See Owens op. cit. pp. 382-385. 
78. When nature becomes mathematized in the 17th Century, eidos and morphe 

are, in effect, reduced to schema or figure, which is itself a mere transient 
feature of"cxtension." And since the comparatively clear and distinct no
tion of extension has no intrinsic connection with the self-presentation 
of beings, our encounter with the world must be explained by consider
ing the nature of the "subject" instead of the "object." The world deprived 
.of eidos is no longer on display but shut up in itself, cxtemal, its very ex
istence a philosophical problem. The subject is similarly shut up in himself, 
an "ego" rather than the soul of a living body. This subject relates to the 
world only through "ideas," which ideas are not, as they were for Plato, 
the eide themselves, but part of the inventory of that closed domain of in
teriority that is the mind, "representing:' somehow, the world outside. 

For those who maintain that the mind can only be aware of its own 
inventmy, its ideas, there is the special problem of how it could recognize 
the idea it has of an external world as the idea of an external world, or, 
for that matter, how it could form the idea of an internal world as oppos
ed to an external world, i.e., how it could fonn the idea of an internal 
world at all. The thesis that the mind has awareness only of its own inner 
content would, if true, be a thesis that could not occur to the mind. 

79. Parts of Anifflals 644a21-645a36. 
80. Republic 533. Alan Bloom's translation of "horborin: barharikoi. The Republic 

of Plato (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1968), p. 212. 
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81. Metaph. 992b9. 
82. f.n. 29 supra. Though the individual cannot be defined, its essence can 

be. Metaph. 998b5, 1012a22, 1042a17; cf. Post An. 9620 ff. On the unity 
of the definition, sec Metaph. 1037b11 ff (cf. 1041b11), 1043b24-1044a5, 
1045a9-33). 

83. Metaph. 1005b19, Another version is found at Post. An. 77a10. ''It is im
possible to assent and deny simultaneously [one thing of another]." This 
''logical" version derives its force from the "ontological" version in the 
Metapfrysics. Taken by itself it is not even true, insofar as one can, as mat
ter of fact, utter a frank contradiction. One cannot, of course, do so trutliful
ry, for truthful utterance accords with Being. (cf. 1011b15-21 and 1051a35 
ff.) That is why Aristotle argues that the axioms are the concern of First 
Philosophy (Metaph. 1005a19-b18). 

differs from the other forty-six or so unmoved movers that Aristotle has 
to posit to account for the plurality of heavenly spheres (1074al5) is left 
unanswered. They must be plural in number, and yet they arc not in
dividuated by lryle. Perhaps they are to be thought of as distinct individual 
essences (like St. Thomas' angels). But, then, does each engage in noesis? 
in noesis noeseos? If so, it seems that they would all be gods, for they would 
all have the same intrinsic activity (energeia) as the unmoved mover of the 
outermost sphere. Yet how would they be individuated if neither by kyle 
nor by energeia? There is a serious difficulty in reconciling Aristotle's · 
cosmology with his "ontology:' 

84. Metaph. 1006a2 ff. 
85. de An. 430a15. 

88. Metaph. 1072b14; cf. 1003b17. 
89. Ibid. 1075a4. 
90. Ibid. 1028b4. 
91. Cf. Metaph. 982b29-983a12, 1072b22-30, N.E. 1177a13-18, 

1177b26-1178a8, 1141a21. 
86. de An. 430a22; cf. Post. An. 99b27. 92. Parts of Animals 644a33. 
87. Metaph. 1074b28. How the unmoved mover ofthc sphere of the fixed stars 
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Chameleons 

My young life ended in a derelict house, 
Overrun by chameleons. 
I have squandered it among these; 
In the rapt study of a grass-green one 
Sunning on a white porch rail, throat bloated; 
Watching a brown one skinking 
Through interstices of sunlight 
In the grey shade of ivy; 
In the solitude of a sly one climbing 
The amber sides of a whiskey glass; 
And in the silence of a grey one 
Become a branch, more than disguised, 
Still, still as August air. 
This all ended by the blunt intrusion of another. 
And they were gone. I have not seen them again. 
Exotic here, but local to my childhood. 

JoHN FoNTAINE 

An alumnus of St. John's, Annapolis, Mr. Fontaine is living and writing in the 
Southeastern United States. 
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I 

Y 
ou .asked me to speak about "Intellect and 
Intuition;' an enormous topic and yet an 
intimate one- enormous because the title 
encompasses the two most distinctively 
human activities, and intimate because I 

have, after all, no way to come to terms with it but to 
look into myself. But it is a congenial inquiry you've 
chosen and a congenial setting you've provided, because 
I can speak my thoughts to you pretty nearly as I do to 
myself. In fact most of what I will say now I thought to 
myselflast summer wandering up and down among the 
pinyons of Monte Sol. 

As I tried to concentrate on the matter, one obtrusive 
difficulty proved to be the very advantage we have in 
common -an acquaintance with the texts which most en
ticingly shape the terms in question. My effort to think 
would be again and again deflected by remembered for
mulations, resulting in a kind of short-circuiting of the 
tension of perplexity. That tendency to be, off and on, 
sucked into trusted formulations happens to be my 
Charybdis of reflection. The opposing Scylla of brooding 
consumes her victim with the need to revise and to 
reconstrue things from sheer honest contrariness. I must 
say that I am always fascinated by the fact that the world 
submits to the latter treatment, which indeed seems to 
yield very original notions; I guess this mode too catches 
hold of an aspect of things. 

I have tried, then, really to find out what I think 
rather than to remember what has been thought. 

Eva Brann is a tutor at St. John's College in Annapolis. Her essay, "Against 
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Nonetheless the outcome, as you will recognize, is often 
what a much-loved dean of our college used to call in 
Russian English "discovering America;' namely coming 
wide-eyed upon well-known worlds. In my case it means 
arriving, after much casting about, at places opened to 
us all as long as two-and-a-half millenia ago. Such forays 
bring back no new product and cannot be made in behalf 
of anyone else. But I think what holds us all together is 
just this-that we think well of each other for undertak
ing these voyages and want to see each others' logs. 

II 

Well, to the beginning, which is to ask myself how 
the title is meant. Is it intended to imply that intellect 
and intuition are antagonists, that is, "intellect vs. in
tuition"? After all, if I come across one of those trite dou
ble headings like "The Individual and Society'' I know 
perfectly well that the writer will not be celebrating a 
harmonious fit. On the other hand, the two terms might 
be meant to be joined on the same side; you will recall 
that Kant directs his critique against a so-called "intellec
tual intuition;' by which he means a vision of thought. 
He claims that there cannot be such a faculty because 
thinking cannot confront or encompass thought itself; 
it can only form and function over sense material. The 
requirement behind this denial is that the relation of 
thinking to its object must be firmly certified, and if 
thinking the truth is beholding independent thought
objects; such certification becomes, Kant thinks, 
unintelligible. 

At this moment I have to observe that there seem to 
be two kinds of starting points for any inquiry. Sometimes 
I am oppressed by some vague unease- indeed it would 
be more accurate to call it an uneasy vagueness- which 
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eventually draws me to that first and most mystifying step 
of cogitation: the coagulation of a question. But 
sometimes, as in our case, a problem about terms is put 
to me, and then I find myself, by a pretty firm intellec
tual habit, first of all collecting and inspecting in order 
their corrupt, their trite, and their unfaded uses. (Inciden
tally, I feel entitled to use such a method for rightly direct
ing the mind only because I try to remember how easily 
it can turn into a routine for avoiding thought.) 

I'll begin with intuition, because it is the word more 
widely and commonly used. And right away I notice that 
it sometimes means an activity and sometimes the ob
ject of that activity- either the power or its product. Here 
are i the uses I can distinguish. 

1. We say of people- though I try not to- that they 
and intuitive, and people say it to themselves. They ap
parently mean that they apprehend things directly 
without belaboring them by analysis or even without ac
costing them with too close an inspection. There do seem 
to be people who, from minimal observation and no ar
ticulable reflection, see what's up. I must say that in my 
experience this gift is often accompanied by a royal ob
tuseness to those aspects of the world which are not im
mediately apprehensible, and that more often than not 
"being intuitive" means just a will-less (of even willful) 
habit of sticking with those feelings that accompanied 
first impressions. Intuitive people often accuse their sup
posed opposites of "being so analytical;' and of course, 
they have a point: there are people who pry things apart 
with deft inaccuracy. 

The object of intuition in this sense is often said to 
be the ineffable, and it seems to be apprehended 
preferably in fugue states. 

2. Sometimes, again, what is meant is something 
more delicate in the same line, what Pascal calls the esprit 
de finesse and opposes to the mathematical mind. It is a 
disposition to learn from a multitude of immediate 
sources rather than to reason from a few remote 
principles -what we might call quick sensitivity. 

3. But mathematics itself also has an intuitive mode, 
namely the ability to "see" mathematical objects and to 
form conjectures of mathematical truths way ahead of 
their deduction. I have heard that there are certain 
mathematicians who are famous for their theorems and 
notorious for their proofs. The object of mathematical 
intuition is particularly familiar to us in its imaginative 
geometric form, of which more in a moment. (Oddly 
enough for the mathematical school specifically called 
"intuitionist;' the term intuition means just the opposite: 
It is adopted from Kant and refers to the constructive 
rules of temporal finite thinking.) 

These objects of the geometric imagination are, I 
would guess, those intuitions all of us here most ar
ticulably share. For an example, let me quickly remind 
you of that high-point of your freshman mathematics 
tutorial, the penultimate proposition of Euclid's first book, 
the Pythagorean theorem. The picture itself, as you prob
ably brought out in your discussions, was not the intui
tion: It was far too determinate in its blackboard place 
and far too inexact in its broomstick boundaries. But 
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neither was the interior image of the bare enunciation, 
the two smaller squares constructed on the short sides 
of the right triangle and the large square on the 
hypotenuse, the revealing geometric intuition of the 
theorem, for the imagination is scandalously unable to 
discern the equality of differently shaped areas or to sum 
them. To see that the two smaller squares together are 
equal to the larger one it was necessary to see Euclid's 
construction at work: to view it as a kind of engine for 
squashing half of each small square into a triangle and 
pivoting that triangle into half of the adjoining parts of 
the large square. When you saw that, you knew the truth 
immediately and for good and without words- if I called 
on you right now you could, no doubt, sketch it out. It 
was that dynamically immobile image which was the in
tuitive object. The proof accomplished another purpose. 

4. As a ground for all spatial and temporal imagin
ing, Kant introduced a receptive faculty which he called 
the intuition; a capacity for both receiving and forming 
sensory material into ordered spatial and temporal struc
tures. Hence for Kant all experience of the world is in 
one aspect intuition. The pure objects of this faculty, 
namely space and time themselves, he also called intui
tions. I mention this use only because here the term 
designates so stupendously original and influential a 
concept. 

5. The final meaning I can think of, most remote from 
ordinary use and yet, I would guess, the spring of my 
whole inquiry, is that very one intended by the phrase 
I mentioned before, "intellectual intuition." The Greeks 
had a single word for the capacity, noesis: they called the 
corresponding object noetOn, meaning that which is for 
the intuitive intellect. 

But before describing- broadly-what it seems to me 
the two Greeks whose works we have all read both meant 
by nOesis, let me dispose of a more recent derivative use. 
I say "dispose of'' because try as I will I cannot grasp it 
in my thinking. Descartes in particular speaks of intuiting 
propositions; people in general speak of intuitive con
cepts. They mean those elements and connections of 
thinking which are clear and distinct to them. "Clear and 
distinct" is a phase which seems to me primarily ap
plicable to things seen, and might be used analogously 
of some vision-like apprehension, but I have never held 
and cannot think that I ever could hold in mind a pro
position which was so well illuminated and so incisively 
contoured as to be called intuitive. It is not only that I 
have never met with a proposition that stayed evident 
for more than a moment-Descartes' examples, such as 
"I exist;' turn into enigmatic murk under the lightest 
probing- but that propositional thinking seems to me 
ipso facto incapable of immediate apprehension. 

The ancient notion of nOesis arises from the sense that 
appearances mask, or alternatively communicate, what 
it is they are. While we can reach for this "whatness" and 
circumscribe it with thinking we can also know it directly. 
As I mentioned, it is such direct taking in of what things 
are which is called noesis; what is thus intuitable is called 
eidos, signifying that which is for the sight of the soul, 
that is to say, intuition. 
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In trying to make something of all these usages I must 
remind myself that none ofthe several ways to go about 
that business is innocuous and free of a heavy freight 
of pre-judgements. For example, I can restrict myself to 
following out a concatenation or a family of uses, refrain
ing strictly from the supposition of a possible common 
meaning; or I can analyze how expressions containing 
the term are formed, attending to pre-set logical criteria 
rather than to the speaker's intention; or I can look for 
a common factor, positing that as the central meaning; 
or I can rank the uses, attempting to reveal a primary 
significance of which the others are analogies. 

Now in the case of the term intuition, there is a com
mon feature that jumps out, namely that of directness 
and immediacy. Intuiting· is not laboriously temporal; 
an intuition is effortlessly and instantaneously all there. 
That is not to say that it may not take effortful time to 
come up to the point of intuition or that I cannot dwell 
on it and range over it and even play with it. But these 
are preparations and reactions. The intuiting proper and 
the intuition itself just take place. 

III 

But immediacy is only a relation, and a negative one 
at that, namely the relation of coming before us without 
anything intervening. Perhaps to get somewhat nearer 
to intuition itself- and I now find myself supposing that 
I do have that sort of apprehension- it would be best 
to begin at the other end, to turn to the way of interven
ing steps and mediating words, which is usually called 
discursive thinking, or just thinking. Reasonings, particu
larly proofs, are regarded as examples par excellence of this 
mode. 

Now just because it seems to me so unlikely and so 
contrary to my experience that thinking should really be 
preeminently reasoning, I want to begin by inspecting 
the notion of proof-and why not use as example the one 
that accompanies the Pythagorean theorem? I say "ac
companies" for I have argued that the geometric truth 
is in the picture. 

The first thing about this or any proof is that it is 
in words. I am indeed discovering America when it comes 
to me that, above all, reasoning speaks. Now the proof 
seems to speak out of both sides of the mouth. On one 
side it only prompts me to look at the picture in a cer
tain way. Here its words function to focus me on the 
geometric situation, particularly to see the dispositions 
of the construction we all know so well. On the other 
side, the proof is not concerned with its matter as a 
theorem to be seen but as a proposition to be positioned 
in a system. In this aspect the proof is really a sequence 
of validations which, in ensuring that the proposition has 
legitimate antecedents, incidentally also shows what its 
place in the system is. 

It seems to me that in reflecting on this proof, I come 
upon a curious discrepancy. On the one hand, the reason
ing is about the picture, but in such a way that the "why 
and the "that;' which are one and the same in intuition, 
are now separated and strung out in a sequence. On the 

54 

other hand, this reasoned sequence is driven from enun
ciation to conclusion by a necessity quite apart from what 
it is about. If all the words of the proof which direct me 
to the picture were deprived of this reference- that is 
to say, if they became mere symbols- the proof would 
remain a structure of reason, although it would be about 
nothing. In other words, it is possible for orderly think
ing, which is about something, to turn itself into mere 
reasoning, mere rationality. Such thinking is the last thing 
I come to in life, and that is why I got it out of the way 
first. 

IV 

There is then a primary thinking, it seems to me, 
which begins long before it is time for reasoning and 
proving. Searching, inquiring thinking is not like the 
linear stepwise progression of proof. (I am somewhat 
reluctant to say that, because so many people who despise 
"linear thinking" appear to want to know nothing of the 
effort needed for any other kind.) Thinking, once done, 
can always be presented in reasoned form- though rarely 
is its significance in the concluding line. 

In fact, I now remember a very famous case in point 
-the basic Aristotelian syllogism: All men are mortal; 
Socrates is a man; therefore, Socrates is mortal. As a way 
to discovering the conclusion it is an absurdity. Whatever 
effort there is goes into establishing the premise that "All 
men are mortal;' and to do that I must surely already 
know that we will all die, including Socrates- as indeed 
he did, with great flair. Now Aristotle himself never meant 
the syllogism to be taken as a deductive proof form, but 
rather as a record of an illumination, the discovery of 
the reason why we must die, namely as a consequence 
of our human essence, because we are human beings, 
because of the middle term, man. To know that is surely 
to know something. 

v 
Working with and against these preceding examples 

of thinking in extremis, so to speak, I want to make an 
inventory of traits shown by living, inquiring, provisional 
thought as I know it. I don't, by the way, suppose that 
everyone does as I do- I do mean that they do what I 
do, that we are about the same business even if the oc
casions of our perplexity, the tempo of our grappling and 
the idiom of our articulations are very different. The 
cavalier claim that "every one thinks differently" seems 
to me based on willful inexperience. (And yet- I have 
sometimes wondered whether some, a very few people, 
might not have genuinely different thinking experiences.) 

I will number my first observation, as mathemati
cians so nicely do, with the number zero. 

0. Thinking is unmistakably done by me in a body, 
but in a body set aside in the sense that it requires to 
be at ease in a balmy or buoyant environment (Descartes 
had an oven-heated room and I, to compare small with 
great, have a hot bath), or independently occupied by 
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rhythmic motion in monotonously beautiful surround
ings, among sights pleasant to gaze at without real 
looking. But there is also a stranger and somewhat 
humiliating connection: Physical stimulants affect, or bet
ter, release thinking, and a cup of coffee can cause a 
revelation. 

1. My guess is that it is because of its bodily basis 
that my thinking has a motoric and mechanical mode. 
It can labor in low gear, lug in high gear, stall and idle-all 
familiar thought-experiences. Of these, that thinking 
which runs in neutral is the most disturbing but also il
luminating phenomenon -when my mind babbles on by 
itself, disengaged. It shows that real thinking requires 

-a moment-to-moment effort to hold it to its matter, a 
continual spontaneity. Accordingly, no truly-thought 
thought seems to follow as a necessary effect from a 
previous thought; each comes from a fresh effort to 
understand. I do not mean to say that thoughts may not 
have necessary connection- only that I myself must think 
it. Indeed it now seems to me that thinking is largely 
the effort to break out of motoric mentation. 

And I also notice that as every instant thinking begins 
anew, so it ends with a kind of click, and "aha'' of having 
settled the matter (or alternatively, a pause of perplex
ity). Thinking appears to be in its step-wise way as discon
tinuous as intuition which is suddenly there and sud
denly gone. So in that respect, at least, there is ultimately 
no difference between them. I may go back and inter
pose ever more steps into my thought progress; I can in
clude between any two steps the rules for inferring the 
next step; in short I can make the argument as dense 
as possible; it will still be discrete. And as the parts, so 
the whole: the thought sequence ends with a mental click, 
the sound of the proper seating of the thought, the mark 
of a satisfaction which is like an assent, whose absence 
arouses a fidgety agony of new trials. (This experience 
of thinking incidentally seems to me to account for the 
peculiar form of a Socratic conversation, in which 
Socrates proposes thoughts while his interlocutor gets to 
say only "Yes;' "How not?" "But Socrates .. :' It is the 
internal activity of thinking distributed over two people.) 
Another observation: Those people who advocate ques
tioning for its own sake seem to regard thinking as a kind 
of continuum, like a mood, which flows on until it fades 
or is broken, while it seems to me that thinking is in its 
very nature positive. As it is a series of small settlements, 
so in the aggregate it aims to reach a position and rest. 

2. Since thinking is continually effortful, and con
tinually monitored, it must have something to do with 
my willing and wanting-though I see that I shouldn't 
confuse that inner monitor who is satisfied or uneasy with 
my willing, since that monitor's business is not to force 
but to follow thought. I, my willful self, ought to govern 
my thought only insofar as I hold it to its business, and 
even then my willing is rather a wanting which is more 
exigent even than the desire for repose. What I want first 
and last is to possess myself and my world- not in a mode 
of domination but in a way of bringing out both of our 
respective and related contours. When I leave an ex
perience or a problem unthought-through there is an un-
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supportable sense that a fuzzy accretion is interposing 
itself between me and my existence, that I am going to 
be enveloped in dumb immediacy and my life will be 
an unappropriated mess. I think that must be the sense 
Socrates is expressing when he says that the unexamined 
life is not to be lived ~'not to be lived" is what he liter
ally says. I never could understand Wordsworth's "We 
murder to dissect" complaint: The analysis of a thing or 
an event, far from destroying its integrity, first gives it 
not merely clarity but the possibility of presence itself; 
We dissect to maintain life. That, it seems to me, is what 
thinking does: It makes me try to get hold of things, so 
that they are there for me. Of course, there is a kind of 
analysis which with deadly inaccuracy pries things apart 
in unnatural places and which forces affairs, particularly 
human affairs, into crude and demeaning patterns; it does 
indeed murder its matter. But that is not thinking. It is 
functioning with theory-patterns, and it shows that not 
only will but also willfulness can move thought. Truth 
to tell, I know it as an all too familiar temptation- the 
willful forcing of thought according to a pre-conceived 
intention. 

3. Thinking is speech, quite literally interior speak
ing, voiceless English utterance. That observed fact makes 
me doubt the notion that speech is primarily or originally 
a kind of social interaction. How can I think so when 
I observe that ninety-nine out of a hundred words that 
I speak every day are not meant to be heard, because 
I speak to myself (from whom I can want nothing and 
can hide nothing and with whom I don't much want to 
play speech-solitaire) the same language as I talk with 
my fellow humans with whom I am supposed to be play
ing language games or committing speech-acts? I am 
surely glad that I can use language for communication, 
that is, for alluding to something we humans have in com
mon, but my sense is that my speech (once I have come 
into it) can be used to communicate because I use it to 
speak to myself, not the other way around. 

Here is the old mystery on which I can scarcely get 
a handle: There is admittedly thoughtless speech. Is there 
perhaps also speechless thought? No matter how hard 
I try, I cannot get hold of a thought without a word. There 
may well be speechless apprehensions and they may well 
be those very intuitions I am trying to distinguish. But 
that time-taking effort I think of as thinking- can it be 
anything distinguishable from the speech in which I do 
it? Of course it cannot be speech in the merely linguistic 
sense, since I could use another language like German, 
and sometimes do. It must be (and here once again I 
am discovering America) speech in the sense the Greeks 
termed logos, which might be rendered by "thinking
speech:' Logos has meaning, something more intimate 
than significance, which latter is the relation of a sign 
to its object. Thinking-speech is literally utterance, that 
is "outerance;' the silently audible embodiment (which 
my bodily being seems to require) of my inner activity
not its sign, but its expression. 

It is just because speech has meaning in this sense, 
because it is the external appearance of thinking, that
unless I am feeling mighty bloody-minded- I do not ask 
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whether another speaker's statements mean anything or 
not according to some pre-determined criterion of mean
ingfulness. Rather I ask first whether the speaker means 
anything, that is, whether his words are expressions of 
a thinking effort, and next what he means, that is, how 
I can express his thinking as my own, and finally whether 
I can give assent. 

By saying that speech has meaning and is an expres
sion of thinking I have tried to convey a strange apprehen
sion, namely that it is nothing but uttered thinking; speech 
does not "signify" thinking or thoughts or stand for them, 
but it means them. 

Now thinking and its words are of several sorts, it 
seems. One sort of word intends something- I think and 
speak of things. For example, the pronoun "I" has come 
far too often into this speech. (I cannot tell, incidently, 
why it is called a pro-noun since surely the name Eva 
stands for it, and not the other way around). When I 
say "I;' I am sure I intend something- though I should 
probably not say "some thing:' What I do intend, it would 
take a whole new talk to try to come near, but in any 
case, it is that which feels my feelings, "has" my memories 
and "does" my thinking. Or again, when -I say "Monte 
Sol;' I intend a feature of the land, a mountain that, 
although not clearly separate in stufffrom its surround
ings, derives its intendabiliy from rising like a dark green 
sun behind the campus in Santa Fe. Or ''pinyon;' which, 
unlike the name "Monte Sol;' I can say of numerous ap
pearances and in several ways at once- a capability ex
pressed in the term, '1ogos" itself which has behind it the 
sense of "gathering." (Now that I come to think of it, in 
this gathering lies the power of the word over the world 
of appearances- but then again, did the appearances not 
allow themselves to be so gathered, thinking-speech would 
come to nothing.) Accordingly, I can intend by the word 
pinyon any one or all of a species of the genus pine, or 
that kind of tree itself, or a sort of rooted censer from 
which to pinch aromatic needles, or a rather ragged bush 
which, when the rain paints its trunk black, suddenly 
stands forth visibily as a tree. Words of a certain sort, 
then, namely those called nouns, intend or reach for 
objects. 

I also observe that these intended things incite and 
inhibit my thinking in revealing ways. For instance if I 
try to think pinyon, I am almost irresistibly drawn on 
to thinking tree, although the reverse is not as inevitable, 
and that m'akes me say that pinyon "comes under" tree. 
And although it seems to me as self-evident as anything 
that whatever thought I can get hold of in speech at all 
is a thought I can think, the things I think about do 
evidently have the power to make some thoughts nearly 
impossible: for instance a pinyon resists being thought 
of as both being and not being such. If I think these 
thoughts anyway, I have a lot of explaining to do to 
myself, mostly concerned with the meaning of that word 
"being." 

But there are also words which intend no thing. Some 
of these mean the directing gestures that thinking seems 
to develop within itself as it runs, hesitates, jolts on, 
doubles back. For example there is "but;' a hand held 
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up by thinking to itself to admit an opposing train of 
thought; and there is "although;' which requires think
ing to run on two tracks at once; and there is "therefore;' 
which means home-free. In communicating-speech I use 
th~se words to coax another's thinking into becoming like 
mine. 

The last use of speech is not so interesting as an ac
complishment as it is fascinating as a possibility. I can 
willfully disregard or abstract from any definite inten
tion a word might have, and I have been taught to do 
that by turning the words into symbols, say the letters 
A and B. I can also overlook that most intimate striving 
of thoughtful propositions to be about something (as 
Euclid's forty-seventh is about right triangles), and I show 
that further abstraction by using symbols like p and q. 
Now I often put my propositions into a kind of word
harness, and above all the one called "if ... then:' I can 
do that because the propositions are about things or 
events, and these appear to have inner connection- call 
them causal. So if it rains, then the ground will grow 
red, the pinyons will show their shape and the air will 
become aromatic. Now forget about that real connec
tion of things which my thinking grasps and simply define 
such a relation; call it implication and let its symbol be 
a horseshoe on its side. By going on like this, one can 
establish a kind of ghost-speech, a denatured logos which 
is (oddly, it seems, to me) called symbolic logic. What 
is fascinating is the way it is done- by glancing surrep
titiously at living thinking and then deliberately form
ulating its ways as mock-arbitrary rules (equally oddly 
called "axioms," a word which, as you know, originally 
meant "notions deserving assent"). In my experience 
logical thinking is both more difficult and less demand
ing than searching thinking and for one and the same 
reason: because it is about nothing. 

But it now comes to me that I have been carried too 
far in my sense that the motions of thinking-speech, its 
releases and restraints, are all derived from the way things 
are, so that speech has no necessity of its own- for that 
amounts to saying that there is no logic at all. Speech 
does have a capability, and even one intention, which is 
all its own: It can negate and it can literally intend 
"nothing." Nowhere in the world or beyond it does nega
tion show or is nothing present, and yet my thinking has 
no definition at all unless I can say "no;' "not;' "none;' 
"nothing:' I see that with this afterthought I have started 
a topic too deep for present pursuit. It probably is the 
topic of logic proper, of logos-logic. 

4. And finally and above all, thinking is "about" 
something. "Discursive thought'~that phrase literally 
means thought that runs hither and thither, going about 
its business. I can get hold of this best in a figure. When 
I think about something I begin by focussing, by get
ting hold-I know not how-of an intending or reaching 
word, which is why my first notes are usually just a list 
of nouns. That intending, I see, reaches for the thing itself, 
for this particular fragrant pinyon which grows on the 
mountain, and also, strangely, for the one odorless but 
definite species of the genus pine in which all pinyons 
are gathered. But what the word reaches for is not what 
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it gets. What I grasp in thinking-speech is not a full, pre
sent object in or out of the sensible world, but my own 
impenetrably peripheral hold itself; I hold captive a mere 
circumference. That I try to grasp firmly with one hand 
of my mind (which is called conceiving) while with the 
other I try to make out its compass, its contours, its 
cracks, and its connections (which is called trying to 
understand). That is why upon thinking my speech usu
ally comes in sentences: subject-predicate- this is such. 

But here is the point. The discoveries I make in the 
course of these explorations are often satisfying and even 
illuminating, yet they are not what I am really after, not 
the true end of the effort, just because this thinking is 
always thinking round about something. What I long for 
in thinking is that I should not forever remain on the 
surface and in the fissures of this or that matter, but 
should penetrate within it and find the inner aspects and 
coimections of that which has attracted and withstood 
my thinking. Such penetration should, I suppose, be 
called insight, and what I might find there is, I guess, 
what philosophers call "being;' a word which stands, for 
me at least, more for an. incitement than for an 
expenence. 

I appear, once again, to have discovered America. 
It seems to be my favorite activity, in life and in thought. 

VI 
Now, after a brief review of the five traits of think

ing which I have come upon, the moment will have ar
rived to formulate just how thinking is un-immediate. 
That is, after all, what I wanted to find out, so that I 
could tell better what intuition might be; for whatever 
it may be, at least it seems always to be described as an 
immediate mode of apprehension. 

To the review then: 0. Thinking is closely connected 
to the body and has a mechanical, even a motoric mode. 
1. However, when it is a genuine effort ~t does not run 
continuously but comes in ever-spontaneous starts and 
settlements which are received or rejected by an inner 
monitor, myself but not my will. 2. My will, however, 
or rather, my need, is the source of the effort, and the 
need is that of coming into my experience, of ap
propriating my life. 3. That effort appears to my inner 
ear in unvoiced yet sensory utterance, and therefore this 
thinking-speech "means" or expresses thinking. Some of 
the words of this speech "intend" or reach for objects like 
things or kinds of things, others express the motions of 
my thinking, and yet others express the connections be
tween the things that my thinking apprehends. These 
last can be abstracted and reestablished in disassociation 
from meaning. 4. And above all, thinking is "about" 
something, which implies that as the thinking effort is 
drawn to embrace being, so it is kept at its circumference. 

I think I now understand wherein thinking is un
immediate. It has to do with the figures that come to 
mind in the effort to describe it: the figures of hearing 
(though in a sense that is no figure since in thinking I 
literally talk to myself) and of touching and grasping. 
The heard word which expresses thinking also muffles 
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it. Except for the trivial case of onomatopoeia, it has no 
similarity, no reference at all, to what it says, nor does 
it "stand for" anything; if there is one thing the word is 
not, it is a sign or a symbol. Perhaps vocables, minimal 
modulations of sound, were fitly elected to express our 
effort to capture what is: Ampler sound can affect and 
move us; a cry rouses attention, a music tunes the soul, 
but the subdued word, unsignificant and unassimilable, 
expression and screen at once, is the fitting form for the 
sheer immaterial doing which thinking amounts to. 

The same holds for the grasping phase of thinking. 
To be sure, something is disclosed by the discursive form 
"this is such;' but what the grasp of thinking holds it also 
hides. Thinking is not insight. I think I have discovered the 
human condition with respect to the desire to know: It 
is to be kept from our end by our means. 

Before returning to intuition let me apologize for 
what I might, if I talked that way, call a terminological 
shift. You probably noticed that I have substituted the 
word "thinking" for the assigned term, "intellect." I had 
to do that because "intellect" has connotations both too 
low and too high for our purpose. For on the one hand, 
from it is derived the name of those whose thinking 
motors along in theory-patterns, the so-called "intellec
tuals;' while on the other hand the term "intellection" 
serves to translate nOesis, the ancient name for thought 
which sees, the grandest kind of intuition. 

VII 
By now you have probably forgotten the five uses of 

intuition which I thought I could distinguish. But no mat
ter, for several were only derivative and a manner of 
speaking about cases where something was thought to 
be known right off; what was interesting was only what 
all the uses had in common, namely immediacy. So let 
me, keeping in mind that features of thinking I have just 
delineated, propose three possible kinds of intuitive ac
tivities and their objects. 

1. I seem to have a world of appearance immediately 
before me. (To be sure, the organs of sense are often con
sidered as the instruments of its perception, but they are 
not media in such a way as to drive me to say that they 
intervene between me and the appearances; they are 
means rather than media.) But now I see that I for one 
would hardly want to call the world at large an intuition 
(though some authors have done just that) if the term 
is to have any definition at all. Just as thinking is con
centrating, so also it seems to me intuiting must be a 
kind of focussing, but while thinking is about the absent, in
tuition is of the present. 

For example, in my wanderings in downtown Santa 
Fe,_ I often stopped before a painting which seemed to 
me the record of a perceptive intuition in this more 
restricted sense. It was the very type of a Southwestern 
landscape, and the Santa Feans among you know that 
the curse of that genre lies in the natural histrionics of 
Southwestern weather. In this painting three cottonwoods 
by an arroyo, seen against a great, vibrantly slate-gray 
storm sky, were lit up golden-chartreuse by a slanting 
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sun-burst from beyond the frame. The magic of it was 
solely that of a memory-prompt: I have seen such scenes, 
briefly but, I would say, intuitively. The word is no longer 
much used that way, but it once meant a glance of strong 
regard, and also the sight which was its object. That is, 
of course, what "intuition" literally says: at-sight. (This 
ugly but accurate rendition is corroborated in the Ger
man version, familiar from Kant: An-schauung.) ''At
sight" is directed toward what is more than a mere half
apprehended surrounding, toward what is not only bifore 
me, but for me, the significant presence beheld in active 
seeing. I don't doubt that some people have a gift for such 
quick salient sight. 

2. So much the more will there be intuitions of the 
imagination, at least if presence is an even deeper feature 
of intuition than immediacy. For the imagination, insofar 
as it is a capability for re-presenting perceptions, usu
ally exercises its power for compacting or attenuating 
them: It may concentrate the inner vision on the high 
points of perceived scenes. That is why paintings and 
memories so easily merge. Or again, it may abstract in
essentials and rectifY irregularities so as to leave a clarified 
schema of appearance. (Most thinking seems to take its 
bearing from such residual perceptions.) Or finally, it 
may produce its own intuitions, either rich sights never 
before seen, imbued with inexpressible significance, or 
the spare figures of geometry,· the intuitions most inviting 
to thought. These diagram-sights are the intuitions which 
words can most reliably call forth and can most satisfy
ingly be about. 

3. And finally, there is the intuition of thought itself, 
intellectual intuition. When I say "there is" I mean: there 
might be, there must be, I wish there to be. Its object 
is what thinking would be about: the fulfillment of its 
grasp, the immediate presence of its end. It is what the 
great Greeks call the noet6n, the object of thought. Of 

58 

course, I myself have never broken through thinking to 
behold the object of thought, though thrice in a decade 
for half a moment I have had the sense that but a little 
was wanting. Could it be that I do see it whenever I really 
perceive what appears around me? Could it be that what 
appears and what I take in when I see is just what I think 
about- that what I search for without and within coin
cides, so to speak, behind my back? It comes home to 
me that it is the pursuit of those questions which is 
primarily called philosophy. 

VIII 

Where am I then? I have discovered that thinking, 
although it can hold and explore its objects, can never 
penetrate them, can never have insight. And so it never 
quite attains to "at-sight;' intuition, the direct beholding 
of what it is about. In our best seeing and imagining we 
have all experienced the felicity of such immediate 
presence, but my thinking, at least, seems to be forever 
about absence. My guess is that it holds for us all: In
tuition is what we long for, thinking is what we can do. 

What follows? An answer comes to my inner ear
partly as the remembered sound of a passage that was 
once read to me, partly as the recollected sense of a mean
ing that I then took to heart. Happily I know where to 
find the text, so I can recite to you literally Socrates' pas
sionately involved speech: 

The other points I made in behalf of my argument I won't .fully 
enforce. But that, in believing we need to search after whatever 
one of us doesn't see, we will be better than if we believe that 
what we don't know we can't discover and needn't search 
after-that I will figlit for fully and to the end and for all I'm 
worth, in speech and in action. (Meno 87 B-C) 

Santa Fe, Summer 1983 
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Beyond the First Hundred Years: 
Some Remarks on the Significance of Tristan 

Elliott Zuckerman 

S 
ince my name begins with the letter Z, I'm used 
to being last. When I see myself listed at the 
end of a series of lectures on a serious subject, 
I imagine that I've been asked to provide the 
analog of a satyr-play, as exordium to the drama 

of the day. Today the drama has been particularly rich, 
and the length has been such as to be thought sustainable 
by only the most devoted of Wagnerians. I should, per
haps, have planned to end the day with some imitation 
of a Verkliirung. But my powers are, to say the least, slim
mer than those with which Wagner enabled Isolde to set
tle into her redemptive B major. Instead, what I have 
in mind is a more modest Transfiguration. And for this 
the analog of the satyr-play has some point. For although 
I do not intend to be frivolous or parodistic, I do intend 
to take us back to Ancient Greece. 

A return to the ancient must seem especially mis
directed, given the title of my talk. Beyond the First Hun
dred Years surely denotes the two decades and a half since 
1959, or at least the eighteen years since the centennial 
of the first performance. The present, not the past, was 
to be my territory. But when I was asked to give this talk 
I knew I wouldn't be able to do what was required of 
me. At best, I could go Beyond a century of Tristan not 
in the chronological sense but in another way, more theo
retical, that is perhaps better suggested by the German 
cognate jenseits. 

There was a good reason for expecting me to bring 
the history of the reception of Tristan up to date. Twenty 
years ago I published a book that is now out of print but 
still listed in bibliographies. The first two chapters dealt 

Mr. Zuckerman gave this talk to the Wagner Society of New York on December 
3, 1983. He was the last of six speakers, and the day also included a panel 
discussion with the principal singers of the current Metropolitan Opera pro
duction of Tristan. 
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with the inception and composition of Tristan, and with 
the events that led up to the remarkable first performance 
and its reverberations. But after that I chronicled almost 
a century of the response to the work- an account that 
was by no means complete, but selected. The criteria for 
the selection had been set out for me by the man who 
was in the course of his life Wagner's greatest enthusiast 
and his profoundest critic. Indeed, before the chronicle 
could get going, there had to be a chapter about that very 
man. Since he himself had collected his animadversions 
under the title Contra Wagner, I tagged my account with 
the correlative emphasis, calling it 'Nietzsche Pro Tristan: 

My theme in that chapter, put now a little too sim
ply, was that Nietzsche remained infatuated with the 
music of Tristan throughout his life. It was as late as the 
last year of his sanity when Nietzsche wrote about the 
'dangerous fascination' of Tristan. According to the 
autobiographical Ecce Homo, the most notorious critic of 
Wagner's music was still looking for a work 'of an equally 
shivery and sweet infinity;' and he observed that the world 
was poor for those who had never been sick enough for 
its voluptuousness. It occurred to me to look for other 
instances of an infatuation with the music of Tristan, 
among people who were also worthy of interest for other 
reasons. Not every one I investigated exhibited, as Nie
tzsche did, the need to pass judgment on his response. 
Nor was every composer so obligingly vulnerable as the 
young Guillaume Lekeu, whose motto was 'je veux ttre 
emu' ("I wish to be moved"), and who, at a Bayreuth per
formance of Tristan, had to be carried out of the 
Festspeilhaus in a faint-during the Prelude. Nor did all 
the writers choose to advertise their membership by 
writing a story, as Thomas Mann did, called 'Tristan; 
and staging a Liebestod in a sanatorium. But in almost 
every case there were biographical as well as artistic in
dications of that music's power- and there was sufficient 
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evidence to warrant the composition of a history of what 
I came to call, for short, 'Tristanism: 

The ultimate source of my interest was, needless to 
say, in my own less dramatic biography. I remember the 
moment in my childhood when I heard the climactic 
deceptive cadence on the radio, probably in one of the 
Stokowski Symphonic Syntheses, significantly voiceless 
and wordless. Whatever happened then was later rein
forced by performances at the old Metropolitan, in the 
Melchior-Traubel days, the tickets provided by a friend 
of the family who loved Italian opera but disliked Ger
man. And so on Wagnerian Mondays I took the seat, 
waiting there, enthralled, for my 'moments; and sheltered 
from any premature exposure to the tunes of Verdi and 
Puccini. At the same time, among high-school friends, 
I defended a Dionysian Isolde against the only rival that 
could be summoned up among the few recordings avail
able to us- Marian Anderson singing the Alto Rhapsody, 
which, despite its title, they took to be chaste and 
Apollonian. 

I was, in short, a 'Tristanite' before I ihvented the 
awkward term, which I thought I needed in order to dis
tinguish what I wished to study apart from the history 
of social and literary Wagnerism. That history, as yet un
written, would have to account for political and racial 
ideas and programs for aesthetic reform which invoked 
for their support half-truths about Wagner's music and 
whole lies from his prose. It would be a history of doc
trines and movements, such as Symbolism, Naturalism 
and Aestheticism. Within that history, I thought Tristan 
would have to be set apart. The political Wagnerites 
seemed to me to have neglected the music-drama that 
was least suited to the propagation of programs about 
the Revolution, or evolutionary socialism, or the Folk. 
Nor was there a special fondness for Tristan among the 
doctrinaire literary Wagnerites. For the primacy of the 
music tended to refute their favorite aesthetic, or 
synaesthetic, doctrines. 

In contrast to Wagnerism, what I chose to call 
'Tristanism' began with a direct response to the music. 
It was private rather than public, the result of a personal 
infatuation rather than an ideological commitment. Its 
history was not social but biographical. The Wagnerite 
had to learn theories and cultivate habits. The Tristanite 
had only to be overwhelmed. He could, to be sure, go 
on to verbalize his experience in impressionistic prose
poetry, as d'Annunzio did, or the American, James 
Huneker. Or he could, as a theorist, devote his energies 
to analysis of the music. A composer like Chabrier or 
Chausson could find the music uncomfortably recurring 
in his own. And an infatuation with the music could lead 
to a pondering of the myth -as when, in Mann, the 
legend is ironically retold, enacted by characters for whom 
the music is unwholesomely overpowering. In this respect 
Mann was recapitulating the experience of Nietzsche, 
who found the music more formidable than any variety 
of ideological Wagernism. 

As I recount the sharp distinctions I made more than 
twenty years ago, I want to repudiate them as exaggerated 
and fuzzy. If it were not presumptuous to do so, I would 
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quote from another repudiation, a great one, of a book 
that is as deep as mine is shallow- the Attempt at a Self
Criticism that Nietzsche wrote in 1886 as a new Preface 
to The Birth of a Tragedy, first published fourteen years 
earlier. Let me instead remind you of two facts about 
that book. First, that it was originally entitled The Birth 
of Tragedy out of The Spirit of Music. Second, that the music 
and the action that is described in detail- the music that 
most fully represented the Dionysian force that would 
save the culture from 'Socratic' opera- was that of Tristan 
and Isolde. Nietzsche had not only furnished me with my 
theme. He also provided the example of how one's 
youthful work must be repudiated -when it is inspired 
by the music of Tristan. 

If I am unhappy about how I accounted for the first 
hundred years, I can hardly be asked to push on to a 
hundred and twenty-five. But I have another, pre
emptive, reason for not going on. It is the plain fact that 
I haven't been keeping track. Before the book had been 
published I had already moved to a province where we 
don't pay proper attention to the passing scene. There 
is a small college in Maryland where great books are read 
as though they had just been written -which is to say 
that they are studied without much help from the opi
nions of commentaries-and where the questions they 
ask are thought of as perennial. Studying them myself, 
and assisting in the intense discussions that bring them 
to life- along with teaching such things as Greek and 
ancient mathematics and, happily, some music theory
have left me with less time than a chronicler should have 
for keeping track of fresh views and new performances. 

As a consequence of my isolation, there is probably 
only one new thing that I can tell you about today's sub
ject that you don't already know better than I. In the list 
of the so-called Great Books one now can find Wagner's 
Tristan and Isolde. It is 'read'- I should of course say 
'heard~ in the seminars of the senior year, after weeks 
of Hegel and weeks of Macx. Although many works, from 
Chant to Webern, are studied in the music tutorials that 
are required of all sophomores, the seminars on music 
are rare events, for they average only one per year. The 
others are the Matthew Passion, Don Giovanni, and, 
sometimes, Verdi's Otello, on a double bill with the 
Shakespearian original. Whether or not I'm teaching a 
senior seminar, I encounter Tristan at least once a year, 
for although we generally eschew preparatory lectures, 
an exception is made in the case of me and Tristan, a com
bination that has, I suppose, become by now traditional. 
I always set out to restrict my remarks to a simple ac
count of Tristanesque chromaticism, with some examples 
of the transformation ofleitmotives, and a sketch of the 
structure of the acts. But after questions and other 
promptings I must confess that I find myself holding forth 
about motivations as well as motives, about love, sex, 
honor, and death, and- dare I repeat it?-about my 
favorite theory that although the death potion is indeed 
poison, the love potion needs to be nothing stronger than 
water, or, as a student once suggested, beer. Most im
portant, I get to hear what the students think about these 
matters, and to reaffirm for myself that for the young 
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man or woman who is at all responsive to music, the 
music of Tristan has lost none of its immediacy. 

I can therefore report- and I do so to an audience 
that will hardly consider it news-that well into its se
cond century Tristan is still among the most powerful 
works we have. It is still the case that it is our most tell
ing story about the conflict between love and honor, and 
about the intimacy of love and death; and in Wagner's 
version that favorite theme of ours is, as Denis de Rouge
mont once put it, expressed in its fullest virulence. To 
say that most of that power derives from the music itself 
would be too repetitively obvious. So I11 risk here the 
more daring opinion that the power is that of tonal music. 

It is often pointed out that Wagner's chromaticism 
foreshadowed what followed the tonal era. In Tristan, and 
then again in Parsifal, there can he found, to take an easy 
example, melodic lines that anticipate the equalizing
{ almost want to say the democratizing- of the tones of 
the chromatic scale. The bourgeois heirarchy of tonic and 
dominant has been aufgehoben, and Tristan stands at the 
threshold of the next spriritual stage, the only work more 
World-Historical than the 'Eroica! Yet it seems to me that 
the potency of Tristan lies not in the kind of music that 
it may seem to predict, but in the effectiveness of the 
musical language Wagner inherited. If the myth is in the 
largest sense 'ours; the music is even more so: that of ma
jor and minor and the hierarchy of motions- drawn, I 
believe, from the nature of the overtone .series- that is 
one of the two or three great discoveries of European 
man. 

In the last paragraph there are subordinate clauses 
that are Wagnerian in their grandiosity, and there is no 
time here and now to substantiate them. Instead I ask 
you to consider a related historical observation. It iS that 
whereas most of art music has, in the twentieth century, 
entered into regions beyond Wagnerian chromaticism, 
indeed beyond tonal music itself, the language of popular 
music- of Broadway and rock-and-roll, of country music 
and the movies, even, to be sure, of most of the operas 
that hold the stage- remains solidly tonal. Not often 
enough is it observed that the difference between high 
art and popular entertainment, which was, in the past, 
a difference merely of style, is, in our time uniquely, a 
difference of language. 

One can sympathize with the effort to find a new 
musical language. How many composers were there 
whose early works were a perpetual Liebesnacht, or who 
found themselves trapped on the gloomy shores of Kareol, 
looking out over an empty sea? To use the only language 
that was effective was to use the language whose effec
tiveness had already been maximally demonstrated. Tonal 
music, in one sense still alive, was in another sense used 
up. Beyond Tristan there lay the choice between nothing 
and something new. But in another sense beyond Tristan 
there lay -and there still lies- Tristan itself. 

The enduring power of Tristan has, then, a two-fold 
reference. There is the power of the work itself and there 
is the power of the musical language in which that work 
was culminatingly effective. It was this double force that 
I was dealing with when I attempted to chronicle the first 
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century of Tristan's sway over sensitive souls; and it was, 
perhaps, music itself, and not just an anti-Wagnerian pre
judice, that prompted the later Nietzsche to judge his 
fascination to be dangerous. Of the dozen or so greatest 
philosophers, Nietzsche was, so far as I can tell, one of 
the few who were responsive to music. Among the 
moderns only Schopenhauer seems comparable in that 
respect. If we go back through the centuries, we may not 
stop until we get to Saint Augustine. And among the an
cients, as music lover Plato stands pre-eminent. 

Whomever I may have skipped in this millenial sweep, 
you may notice that I hit upon two who moralized about 
their musical responsiveness. One remembers Augustine 
worrying about how the melisma of the chant distracted 
him from the sacred words it was supposed to enhance, 
and the recurrent ecclesiastical reform that dictated 'one 
syllable one note! And one remembers how many modes 
were banned from the ideal Republic as unsuitable for 
the education of noble youth. How much, indeed, of 
Homer himself would be banned, leaving a scant few of 
the verses that surely represented what noble men, in
cluding Plato and Socrates themselves, must, when less 
philosophically pure, have considered the most beautiful 
music. But with these men a philosophical chastity seems 
to have gone hand in hand with the extreme respon
siveness to music. If I had known more when I chronicled 
the ambivalence of the Tristanites, I would have recog
nized that they belong to a great tradition, not a hun
dred years old but twenty-five hundred. And it may very 
well be that to moralize about our response, to judge its 
effect upon us, to find the fascination dangerous, is the 
highest tribute we can pay to the work that prompted 
it. I find myself, in short, clinging to what most people 
find moralistic in the full pejorative sense of the word. 
But it seems to me to place a higher value on art when 
we take it not simply as something to experience and ad
mire and study but as something to judge, as we must 
judge something formidable that works on the soul. 

In my penultimate moments, let me give these sweep
ing statements a more specifically Wagnerian tum. There 
is a short and very funny dialogue of Platds called the 
Ion. The character Ion is a rhapsode-a reciter of epic 
verse -who has won prizes for his ability to move au
diences to laughter and to tears. On an unguarded day 
he allows himself to be questioned by Socrates. It turns 
out that there is scarcely a subject about which he knows 
anything; he is ignorant both about the content of what 
he recites and, except in the most limited practical way, 
about the souls he can so adeptly move. Now we know 
that not all actors are Ionic; there are performers-we've 
met some today-who have an alert and articulate under
standing of what they perform. But there are also those 
who, like Ion, seem to be unable to say anything sensi
ble about the very thoughts and feelings that they con
vey, with a power that therefore must be called myster
ious. They are an easy target, and one wonders why Plato 
should expend his satiric talents upon exposing them. 
There are, however, strong hints in the dialogue that 
Plato's target is a more important one, one which today 
we probably consider the most important of all. For there 
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is an analogy set out whereby we can see that as the rhap
sode is to the poem he recites, so is the poet himself to 
the source of his inspiration. And remember: it is no mere 
versifier whose knowledge is doubted here. What Ion is 
expert at reciting is nothing less than Homer, and what 
is brought into question is nothing less than Homer's rela
tion to his Goddess the Muse. 

What could be a more terrible doubt to cast in an 
age when poets had divine muses? And what could be 
more uncomfortable than to engage in similar question
ing in an age, like ours, when art seems again to be the 
chief source of revelation?-art in general, but more 
specifically music; and not just tonal music but that music 
when it affects us most- in Wagner and, pointedly, in 
Tristan. Nietzsche did such questioning, and he aimed 
at what he loved most. It is well known that he accused 
Wagner of being an actor, in some respects an Ion to 
what he imitated, but that accusation seems relatively 
petulant. But he also called Wagner a ventriloquist- the 
ventriloquist, in fact, of God. What he had in mind was 
something more, I think, than that Wagner gave words 
and music to Wotan -and to Frau Minne. But what that 
something more might be is hard to fathom in the work 
of the man who also announced that God was dead. 

You see how far one can go into the Beyond, when 
encouraged by the loftiest of the ancient thinkers and the 
wildest of the modern. To close harmoniously I must step 
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aside into the moderate and the measurable, and I can 
do so only with the help of another ancient, Aristotle. 
We are told in the Poetics that poetry-that is to say what 
today we call art- is mimetic, and that men naturally 
delight in imitation. The imitation meant here is nothing 
mere, as it sometimes seems to be for Plato. Instead art 
can imitate what really is, and that Aristotle thinks so 
is, I believe, evident when of all the arts he calls music 
the most mimetic. I take him to mean something like 
this: that the rise and fall of the musical phrase expresses 
the growth and decline of nature, of physis, itself. 
Elsewhere he asserts something further that we also can 
easily acknowledge: that music expresses character, ethos, 
the motions and emotions of that most intimate mani
festation of physis, the human soul. 

This great and necessary mimesis is what Wagner 
seemed pre-eminently able to do. He is the master of 
the imitation of nature in its ordinary sense- of earth, 
air, fire, and water, of forest murmurs and conflagrations 
and the depths of the Rhine. But in Tristan quintessen
tially he showed his supreme mastery of the deeper 
mimesis, that of our most elementary yet ungraspable 
feelings. And he did so, I think, most marvelously in act 
3, where the interweaving of thoughts, feelings, and 
remembered motives leads Tristan, in his musical self
analysis, to the conclusion that he brewed the love-potion 
himself. 
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In Memoriam John Gaw Meem, 
1895-1983 

William A. Darkey 

I 
t is an honour and a privilege for me to have this 
opportunity to remember John Meem today here 
in St. John's College in Santa Fe, New Mexico. 
I was personally honoured to have had his 
friendship and almost equally so, as a member 

of this faculty, to have shared his sustained and sustain
ing friendship for this college. 

I may as well begin by saying the perfectly obvious 
thing: that St. John's College would never have been here 
at all so beautifully on this beautiful land but for the gift 
of Mr. and Mrs. Meem; nor possibly would it have sur
vived on this campus without their continued generous 
support. To say this is to say very much. But in another 
way it is to say very little; for this way of putting things 
omits altogether the human gifts of friendship, 
understanding, inlagination, tolerance, and conviction 
that lie behind those other gifts and make them humanly 
meaningful. It is about these latter that I should like to 
try to speak. 

In 1974John Meem was made a Fellow of St.John's 
College, thereby joining a small and distinguished com
pany that includes Mark Van Doren, poet and teacher; 
Ralph Kirkpatrick, musician; Paul Mellon, philan
thropist. When the college took this action everyone knew 
that it was very right. I should like today to address that 
rightness. In remembering the qualities of his friendship 
for St.John's College I shall also be speaking of the nature 
of John Meem's fellowship in the college. 

Since Mr. Meem's death in August, I think that all 
of us have felt his presence in ways that are new, 
heightened, and sharpened for us ii!- our awareness of 

John Gaw Meem and his wife, Faith, have been principal benefactors of St. 
John's southwestem campus from its inception. Mr. Meem died last August. 
William A. Darkey, tutor and former dean on the Santa Fe campus, delivered 
these remarks at memorial' services at the college on 7 November 1983. 
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his absence. One of these ways, for me, has been to see 
again, with new eyes, the beautiful buildings which 
realize his vision of the city and which we see as we go 
about Santa Fe in the pursuit of our daily lives. For me 
these principally have been the Presbyterian Church, 
Christo Rey, the Berardinelli Building, the Courthouse, 
St. Francis School, and most of all St. John's College 
every day. These, and also the gracious private homes 
that he designed, and the historic buildings that he helped 
to preserve. His presence is everywhere in the heart of 
Santa Fe. 

It has come to me that these buildings are not merely 
beautiful, though they are, but that they are also, and 
more importantly, exp~essions and realizations of a vi
sion of human civility. For most of human life is acted 
out in buildings, public buildings and private buildings. 
These were the two focuses of human life to which John 
Meem devoted his gifts and his energies. On the one 
hand, churches, government buildings, schools, colleges, 
museums, universities, libraries, and on the other, 
domestic dwellings. Public buildings and private 
buildings together constituting the vision of a city. 

John Meem had a marvelous sense of the public and 
the private, and of the distinction between them. One 
recognized in meeting him, that, although he gave of 
himself most generously, he was a deeply private man. 
And yet, if any one in Santa Fe had been asked to name 
our outstanding public citizen, John Meem's name would 
have been first on any lips. I think he knew deeply in 
his nature that unless this distinction is firmly and 
discriminatingly made, neither public or private life is 
possible, and life itself becomes inhuman. His buildings 
say this to us. I think they are meant to mediate between 
the land and the community with its traditions, and its 
necessary institutions on the one hand and the individual 
living persons on the other. 
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He understood well that buildings must accom
modate to human needs. In the first year of this cam
pus when the walkways were incomplete, the subject 
came up between us, and he said, "I'm waiting to see 
where they go before I finish putting the walks in. It's 
no use trying to force people to walk where you think 
they should. They won't do it." 

Or, you'll notice that wherever you walk on the cam
pus, the buildings are set so that they shelter you from 
the overwhelming space of New Mexican light and 
distance; and yet they always let you look out into that 
distance. 

One evening I was standing with Mr. Meem on the 
terrace of his own beautiful home looking southward to 
Sandia, and I made some remark, still with an unac
commodated easterner's eye and soul, that I found the 
land overwhelming and often frightening. He said 
simply, still looking south, "I love it." And then, after 
a pause, he said, "It gave me my life." 

I felt that he had a deep sense of returning that gift 
in his stewardship of this New Mexican land and its tradi
tions. He liked to let the land lie and be what it would 
of itself. I once remarked on some very large and un
disturbed anthills in front of his house. He said, ''Yes, 
aren't they lovely? They were there when we moved 
here." 

He made himself a part of this country in a most 
thorough way. He knew the Indian culture and the 
Spanish culture, not vaguely or sentimentally, but very 
well, beginning from the precision of his profession, and 
extending far beyond any narrow sense of architecture 
into the culture of which that architecture is a manifesta
tion. From his understanding of these New Mexico tradi
tions and his sympathy with them, he developed his own 
architectural style. His development of his own style un
folded from those traditions new possibilities for meeting 
contemporary needs in ways which harmonize and join 
with their living roots in the past. 

I remember talking with Mr. Meem about Sir Basil 
Spence's book, Phoenix at Coventry, which tells of the 
building of the great new cathedral there after World 
War II. As an epigraph to his book Spence quotes these 
words of the Hungarian composer Bela Bartok: 

Only a fool will build in defiance of the past. What is new 
and significant always must be grafted to old roots, the truly 
vital roots that are chosen with great care from the ones 
that merely survive. And what a slow and delicate process 
it is to distinguish radical vitality from the wastes of mere 
survival, but that is the only way to achieve progress in
stead of disaster. 

It has seemed to me that Bartok here expresses John 
Meem's own sense of architecture as a human art that 
assists us with our deepest human institutions. And I 
have wondered whether it could have been this sense of 
things that moved him to approve and to foster St. John's 
College; in part simply as the gift outright of a college 
to the State of New Mexico; but also as the very special 
gift to a very special college whose professed goal is to 
study the past, to find what is vital there and then to 
build upon that in the present and into the future. I do 
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think that it may well have been this understanding of 
human traditions in his speculation about his own art 
that led him to foster the St. John's program of liberal 
arts. For Architecture so conceived and so practiced is 
truly a liberal art. That is the rightness of John Meem 
as a Fellow of this college. For the office of the Fellows 
is to keep us mindful, in whatever ways they have, and 
perhaps mainly by example, of what we ought to be, of 
what we ought to be in practice in the world. 

I should like now to return from these somewhat 
abstract thoughts to the immediacies of the relationships 
between John Meem and the college. He served on our 
Board of Visitors and Governors. Whenever he could, 
he attended college functions, including com
mencements, convocations, and community seminars of 
which he was a most thoughtful member. He often 
walked on the campus in the early morning with his dogs. 
I have wondered what he actually thought of us, of this 
actual incarnation of the idea, what he actually thought 
of all of us here. 

When I let my thoughts go in this direction, I am 
amazed at the courage, the trust, and the generosity of 
spirit out of which Mr. and Mrs. Meem proposed to put 
this college literally in their own backyard, not just to 
give us a plot of unoccupied land somewhere, but to in
vite us to be their neighbor and to share with us the very 
piece of land on which they lived. i Que cosa! 

I think Mr. Meem has taught us something about 
neighborhood in a way wonderfully characteristic of him. 
If you walk a hundred yards or so down the path behind 
this building, you come to a fence and a gate between 
college property and the Meems' property. The fence 
is two strands of plain wire that you can step through 
easily anywhere. The gate can be opened easily, and, 
to judge by the footpath, it is opened fairly often; but 
in my experience, it has always been closed again after
wards. I infer that a lesson has been taught and learnt 
about the private and the public. 

A verse from Isaiah says, ''Your old men dream 
dreams and your young men see visions." John Meem 
saw visions certainly, and he dreamt dreams about the 
civility of human community. Those visions stand real
ized beautifully in Santa Fe and elsewhere in New Mex
ico. As it turned out, St. John's College was destined 
to be a part of his dream. I am convinced that his dream 
was in essence the same one that the architects of the 
St. John's Program had dreamt in 1937. The dream is 
that a well conceived program of liberal education, 
soundly rooted in the past and thoughtfully directed to 
the present, will lead young men and women to see vi
sions of the good life, both private and public, and that 
they will give their lives to working out their visions in 
the world. 

During the past few .weeks I have been reading the 
Canterbury Tales with some Juniors and Seniors. Three 
lines of Chaucer's incomparable verse insist that I say 
them for John Meem. 

He nevere yet no vileinye ne sayde 
In all his lyfe unto no maner wight. 
He was a verray, parfit gentil knyght. 
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